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The historical activism of the Anglophone students in Singapore’s first University has been little 
understood and remembered. This thesis presents a longitudinal study of student activism in the 
University of Malaya and Singapore, from its birth to the dramatic events of 1974-1975 that 
spelled the diminution of student political activism. It taps on the publications of the University’s 
students and student organizations to reinstate the student activists and leaders’ voices and 
agency within Singapore history. Their ideals, identities and imaginings of the new independent 
nation they were to inherit were the precipitating and catalyzing impulses underpinning both the 
transgressive and non-transgressive facets of their activism. The eventual evolution and fate of 
student activism in the University has to be understood in relation to the dynamics of student 
politics within the University and the students’ responses to the evolving socio-political 
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Chapter One  Introduction, Methodology & Literature Review 
 
 Singapore’s national narrative celebrates the nation-state’s emergence against 
great odds under the leadership of the Lee Kuan Yew-helmed People’s Action Party 
(PAP) government. “For the purpose of fostering national consciousness and identity”, 
this narrative marginalizes and submerges the roles and voices of other agencies involved 
in a period of dynamic “political contestation and pluralism”.1 One such group is the 
student activists of the institution that began as the University of Malaya in 1949, and 
stands today as the National University of Singapore. In his memoirs, Lee recalls driving 
past the Chinese High School and the University’s Dunearn Road student hostels in 
October 1955, where the sight of undergraduates frolicking on their fields compared 
unfavourably with the Chinese school students’ passion and tenacity in protesting their 
repression.2 This depiction perpetuates and underlines the gaps in the understanding of 
past university student activism, where their story remains, within a “much shackled” 
history of Singapore student activism, hermeneutically dichotomized against the student 
movements in the Chinese-medium institutions.3
                                                 
1 Albert Lau, “Nation-building and the Singapore Story: Some Issues in the Study of Contemporary 
Singapore History” in Nation-Building: Five Southeast Asian Histories, ed. Wang Gungwu (Singapore: 
Institute of Southeast Asian Studies 2005), p.222; Carl A. Trocki & Michael D. Barr, “Introduction”, in 
Paths Not Taken: Political Pluralism in Post-War Singapore, eds. Michael D. Barr and Carl A. Trocki 
(Singapore: National University of Singapore Press 2008), pp.1 & 3. See Hong Lysa and Huang Jianli, The 
Scripting of a National History: Singapore and Its Past (Singapore: NUS Press 2008) for relevant 
commentary on Singapore’s national narrative. 
2 The University of Malaya was formed under colonial auspices through the merger of Raffles College and 
King Edward VII Medical College in Singapore. It was renamed the University of Malaya in Singapore 
(UMS) in 1958 when another autonomous division was established in Kuala Lumpur, and became the 
University of Singapore (SU) in 1962. In 1979, it merged with Nanyang University (founded 1953) to 
constitute the National University of Singapore. See Edwin Lee and Tan Tai Yong, Beyond Degrees: The 
Making of the National University of Singapore (Singapore: Singapore University Press 1996) and Khoo 
Kay Kim, 100 Years of the University of Malaya, (Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia: University of Malaya Press 
2005) for the University’s history. Unless specified, this thesis deals with the same institution in Singapore 
alone. 
3 On student activism in the Chinese-medium schools in Malaya and Singapore, see Huang Jianli. 
“Nanyang University and the Language Divide in Singapore: Controversy over the 1965 Wang Gungwu 
Report”. Ed. Lee Guan Kin, Nantah tuxiang: Lishi heliuzhong de shengshi 大图像：历史河流中的省视 
(Singapore: Global Publishing/NTU Centre for Chinese Language and Culture 2007); Yeo Kim Wah, 
Political Development in Singapore, 1945-1955 (Singapore: Singapore University Press 1973); Hong Liu 
and Sin-Kiong Wong’s Singapore Chinese Society in Transition: Business, Politics, & Socio-Economic 
Change, 1945-1965 (New York: Peter Lang 2004). 
 Ernest Devadason’s testimony that the 
hostelites had sympathized with the protesting students but were kept “captive” by the 
hostel administration suggests that their apparent indifference has to be read with greater 
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nuance.4 Yeo Kim Wah’s work on a small group of English-educated radicals who 
participated in the anti-colonial movement has partly addressed this.5 Huang Jianli has 
also interrogated this mis-representation by pointing out that “student activism was never 
the exclusive domain of the Chinese-educated”.6 Furthermore, studies like Khe Sulin’s 
recent seminal study on the Nanyang University Students’ Union (NUSU) reveal 
significant inter-porosity between students from the different tertiary institutions in 
Singapore.7
The literature on student politics in the University attests to both its historical 
existence and the gaps in its study. In their early works, Josef Silverstein and Yeo 
surveyed student political activity in the University’s first decade. The latter later wrote a 
more comprehensive study, albeit covering only activism between 1949 and 1951.
  
8 More 
recently, Meredith Weiss has greatly extended Yeo’s work but as her study was 
contextualized within Malaysian student politics, her attention shifts from the Singapore 
campus to the University of Malaya in Kuala Lumpur after 1965.9 Thus, extant 
scholarship is weighted towards the University’s early years. Edna Tan’s academic thesis 
charts Singapore’s university student politics in the 1960s and 1970s but focuses on the 
state’s representation of it.10
Like their counterparts in the Chinese-medium institutions, the University of 
Malaya (Singapore) student activists’ stories, “with a complete range of nuances about 
  
                                                 
4 Lee Kuan Yew, The Singapore Story: Memoirs of Lee Kuan Yew (Singapore: Singapore Press Holdings: 
Times Editions 1998), pp.246-247. Interview with Ernest V. Devadason, 14 August 2008. Devadason was 
the 13th President of the University of Malaya in Singapore Students’ Union, 1960-1961. 
5 Yeo Kim Wah, “Student Politics in University of Malaya, 1949-51”, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 
Vol. 23, No. 2 (September 1992), pp.346-380. 
6 See Huang Jianli, “The Young Pathfinders: Portrayal of Student Political Activism”, in Paths Not Taken, 
eds. Barr & Trocki, pp.188-205. 
7丘淑玲 (Khe Sulin). 理想与现实 : 南洋大学学生会硏究, 1956-1964 (Li xiang yu xian shi : Nan yang da 
xue xue sheng hui yan jiu, 1956-1964) (新加坡: 南洋理工大学中华语言文化中心: 八方文化创作室, 
2006). 
8 Josef Silverstein, “Burmese and Malaysia Student Politics: A Preliminary Comparative Inquiry”, Journal 
of Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. 1 No. 1 (March 1970), pp.3-22; Josef Silverstein, “Students in Southeast 
Asian Politics”, Pacific Affairs, Vol. 49, No. 2 (Summer, 1976), pp.189-212; Yeo Kim Wah, “Student 
Politics in University of Malaya”. 
9 Meredith Weiss, “Still with the people? The chequered path of student activism in Malaysia”, South East 
Asia Research, Vol. 13, No. 3, November 2005, p.293. 
10 Edna Tan Tong Ngoh, “‘Official’ perceptions of student activism on Nantah and SU campuses 1965-
1974/5” Academic Exercise, Department of History, National University of Singapore, 2001. 
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their ideological makeup, cultural values, motivations and activities”, remain unwritten.11  
Although a recent textbook on Singapore history devotes a small section to student power 
in the University, it reiterates the half-truth that these students “were little interested in 
the world outside their campus.”12 This perception has become endemic within the 
University’s institutional histories, which either ignored student protests, or dismissed 
these as naive idealism.13 As such, this study fills in some gaps in the understanding of 
student activism in the University – its genesis, evolution, and eventual outcomes. 
The vagaries and vicissitudes of student life, such as the ephemerality of student 
generations and organizations, complicate the study of student activism. In addition, 
analytical gaps and conundrums persist within the voluminous scholarship on student 
political activism mainly produced during the 1960s and 1970s in the wake of intense 
student movements around the world. Seeking to identify the “sources of student dissent” 
and “roots of student protest”, scholars from various disciplines offered a wide range of 
structural, psychological and sociological explanations. Most note the importance of the 
students’ external environments, and what one scholar awkwardly termed “the Protest-
Producing Historical Situation”.
The 
excavation of this history provides opportunities for further comparative studies with the 
Chinese schools students’ activism, which has recently received much attention.  
 
Problems with extant perspectives & analytical categories 
 
14 Significantly, Philip Altbach emphasized the need to 
interpret student activism, “a highly complex, multi-faceted phenomenon” with “no over-
arching theoretical explanation for it”, within their specific contexts.15
                                                 
11 Huang Jianli, “Positioning the Student Political Activism of Singapore: Articulation, Contestation and 
Omission”, Inter-Asia Cultural Studies, Vol. 7, No. 3 (2006), pp. 403-405; Huang, “The Young 
Pathfinders”, p.198. 
12 Edwin Lee, Singapore: The Unexpected Nation (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies 2008), 
pp.404-406. 
13 Lee, Beyond Degrees: The Making of the National University of Singapore, pp.131-132. 
14 Kenneth Keniston, “The Sources of Student Dissent”, in Stirrings out of apathy : student activism and 
the decade of protest, ed. Edward E. Sampson, p.129.. 
15 Philip G. Altbach, “Perspectives on Student Political Activism”, Comparative Education, Vol. 25, No. 1 
(1989), p.97; Philip G. Altbach, “Student Politics in the Third World”, Higher Education, Vol. 13, No. 6 
(Dec 1984), p.637. 
 Research on 
Southeast Asian student movements suggests concord. A study of the 1973 Thai student 
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movement notes how Western psychological explanations which conceptualized students 
as being motivated by “vague undefined emotions” and Oedipal hatred towards authority 
were unhelpful towards studying Thai student politics.16
Some analytical conundrums ensue from the predisposition of student activism 
research to focus on single protest movements and transgressive student politics. As the 
most visible and impactful form of student activism, student dissent drew the most 
attention. Studying student activism in terms of a ‘movement’ presumes a problematic 
collectivity that masks the diversity of positions held by its participants and neglects 
individual acts of political activity that could be equally significant. This analytical bias 
essentializes student activism as immediately adversarial and marginalizes activism that 
was non-transgressive or not manifestly political. Transgressive student politics usually 
do not constitute the entire spectrum of student activism. Though an “active few” often 
dominate and dictate the “tone for student activism on campus”, Glaucio Soares cautions 
against over-estimating the proportion of radicals within a student population.
 Neither do these a-historical 
explanations account for the intermittent and selective nature of student protest in 
Southeast Asia. These observations underline the necessity of relating student activism to 
the historical milieus in which it occurs, which influence and shape the political and 
cultural space for student activism, and determine its scope. 
17 In his 
study of Indian student politics, Dusmanta Mohanty notes that activism may also be 
manifested in peaceful forms. For example, students’ contributions in community service 
constituted “an important ingredient of student activism which has seldom received its 
due share of approbation.”18 Weiss has similarly demonstrated this by highlighting 
University of Malaya student societies that pursued their communities’ social and cultural 
advancement.19
In sum, the historical study of student activism needs to account for its 
multifaceted characteristics and modalities. Some issues garnered sufficient sustained 
  
                                                 
16 Chaichana Ingavata, “Students as an agent of social change : A case of the Thai student movement 
during the years 1973-1976 : a critical political analysis”, Phd. Thesis, Florida State University, 1981, p.5. 
17 Glaucio A. D. Soares, “The Active Few: Student Ideology and Participation in Developing Countries”, 
Comparative Education Review, Vol. 10. No.2, Special Issue on Student Politics (June 1966), pp.205 & 
216. 
18 Dusmanta Kumar Mohanty, Higher Education and Student Politics in India, New Delhi: Anmol 
Publications 1999), p.7.19 Weiss, “The chequered path of student activism in Malaysia”, pp.296-297. 
19 Weiss, “The chequered path of student activism in Malaysia”, pp.296-297. 
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student support to become a ‘movement’; student mobilization over others was sporadic. 
Student activists participated for differing motivations and objectives; student leaders 
who clashed over some issues could yet close ranks over others. Even if the amorphous 
and effervescent nature of student life impedes a complete narrative, an iridescent 
historical picture could still be woven. Frederick Byaruhanga’s conceptualization of 
student activism as “an external manifestation of students’ needs and socio-political 
values”, which he reasonably argues are “manifested more profoundly in a crisis 
situation”, is instructive.20 Some studies of Asian student movements demonstrate the 
usefulness of contextualizing student activism within its cultural frames of references, in 
particular the students’ perceptions of their relationship to their society. Student activists 
conceived of themselves as an “incipient elite” with “a special historical mission to 
achieve or to correct imperfections in their environment”.21 Frank Pinner succinctly 
highlighted one historically resonant characteristic of student activists – they behaved as 
“intellectuals concerned with the destinies of society as a whole.”22
The multi-layered nature of this story inhibits a purely thematic or chronological 
approach. Instead, the thesis is organized into chapters each representing a discernible 
broad phase of student activism in the University. Chapter Two examines the early 
 Similarly, university 
students in Singapore engaged their state and society over the future direction and shape 
of a modern nation. 
Hence, instead of viewing student activism only as a contest for political power 
and space, this thesis approaches the history of student activism in the University as the 
activists’ endeavour to define and realize their pluralistic identities - as students, 
nationalists, or others - and their historically-acquired ideals and visions pertaining to a 
postcolonial modern state and society. It examines how these identities, values, ideals and 
concerns interacted with Singapore’s changing historical circumstances between 1949 
and 1975. 
                                                 
20 Frederick Kamuhanda Byaruhanga, Student power in Africa's higher education : a case of Makerere 
University (New York: Routledge, c2006), p.xix. 
21 Altbach, “Student Politics in the Third World”, pp.643-644; Mohanty, Higher Education and Student 
Politics in India, p.7; Lee Namhee, “The South Korean student movement: Undongkwon as a counterpublic 
sphere”, in Korean Society: Civil society, democracy and the state, ed. Charles K. Armstrong (New York: 
Routledge, 2002), p.132. 
22 F.A. Pinner, “Western European Student Movements Through Changing Times”, in Students in Revolt, 
eds. S.M. Lipset & Philip. G. Altbach (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 1969), pp.90-91. 
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beginnings of student leadership and politics in the University before Singapore’s 
independence in 1965. It explains how pioneering batches of student leaders and activists 
shaped the channels of student government and activism on campus, participated in 
campus politics and the political struggles and cultural debates that were inter-woven 
dimensions of Singapore’s decolonization process. Conversely, their limited impact has 
to be understood in relation to the internal dynamics of student politics as well as the 
interference of local governments. 
The politics of decolonization and nation-building entailed that the identities of 
the university and its members were never going to be divorced from broader 
considerations as the British, Federation of Malaya and Singapore governments 
successively sought to influence this central source of leadership, professional, technical 
and intellectual elite, or else prevent it from threatening their prerogatives. Numerous 
studies have already traced how Singapore’s universities were transformed into ‘national’ 
institutions in accordance with the developmental needs of the post-colonial Singapore 
state.23 In particular, V.Selvaratnam emphasized how the PAP government “intruded and 
interfered in the university administration, and attempted to assert its control of the 
university”.24 To all these, the students did not remain silent and their responses 
constitute the focus of Chapter Three, where the falling curtains on the anti-colonial 
struggle heralded the students’ struggle for university autonomy, academic freedom and 
student rights. Ironically, Singapore student activism provides an interesting counter-
example to Altbach’s contention that student movements in the Third World, because the 
students in these movements were accepted as legitimate political actors, were more 
successful than those in the West.25
                                                 
23 S. Gopinathan, “University Education in Singapore: The Making of a National University”, in From 
Dependence to Autonomy: The Development of Asian Universities, eds. Philip G. Altbach and V. 
Selvaratnam (Dordretch, Boston and London: Kluwer Academic Publishers 1989), pp.207-224; V. 
Selvaratnam, “University Autonomy versus State Control: The Singapore Experience” in Government and 
higher education relationships across three continents : the winds of change, eds. Guy Neave and Frans A. 
van Vught (Oxford, England; Tarrytown, N.Y., U.S.A: Published for the IAU Press, Pergamon 1994), 
pp.173-193; V. Selvaratnam. Innovations in higher education : Singapore at the competitive edge 
(Washington, D.C.: The World Bank, c1994); Edwin Lee, Singapore: The Unexpected Nation, pp. 359- 
452. 
24 Selvaratnam, Innovations in higher education, p. 71. 
25 Altbach, “Perspectives on Student Political Activism”, p.100. 
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The successive two chapters cover a period of tumult and flux within the campus 
after the eventual separation of Singapore and Malaysia brought intensified pressures on 
the University to meet Singapore’s urgent economic and social needs. There is enduring 
relevance in Altbach’s observation of ‘profound changes in the nature and orientation of 
student movements’ after independence, where national leaders viewed and treated 
student activists as “‘indisciplined’ elements or anti-social forces” and the latter 
correspondingly “altered their own self-image and orientation” to become opposition 
groups. In the absence of a larger nationalist goal, Singapore student activists took on 
other concerns, became more sectarian and fractured, and at times, turned on “indigenous 
governments for being unable to bring about social revolution and development.”26
                                                 
26 Philip G. Altbach,, “Student Movements in Historical Perspective: The Asian Case”, Journal of 
Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. 1, No. 1, pp.79-83. 
 
Hailing from similar educational backgrounds as their government leaders, the 
Anglophone student activists were intellectually cognizant of the great disjuncture 
between the trajectory of modernization in Singapore and the non-realization of its 
imagined promises in terms of economic and political freedoms. Hence, student activism 
did not ebb after the end of the anti-colonial struggle but instead intensified as 
Singapore’s post-colonial path veered from the students’ expectations. 
Chapter Four covers a period of internal malaise within the student community, 
even as the Vice-Chancellorship of Dr Toh Chin Chye brought forth a string of old and 
new concerns. Chapter Five examines two watershed years of intense student activism. 
Demonstrating that student activism possessed its own momentum and agency, a new 
group of socially-conscious and passionate leaders led the student community towards 
greater participation in socio-economic issues in the mid-1970s. The authorities’ reprisals 
against these activities in turn provoked the student body to make a raucous stand in 
defense of their leaders and their ideals. Eventually, this culminated in the Singapore 
government’s definitive act of nullifying the Students’ Union through the University of 




Chapter Two – In Pursuit of Identity: Early Student Activism in the University of 
Malaya, 1949-1965 
 
The University of Malaya’s establishment was inextricable from the British 
authorities’ plans to grant self-government while preserving their economic and strategic 
interests in the region, by passing the reins to a local elite culturally and politically 
intimate with the British.27 Yet, the Japanese Occupation and the postwar independence 
movements in the colonial regions had also politicized its undergraduates. Their 
publications were soon abuzz with their exhortations on the roles and purposes of the new 
institution that heralded the country’s imminent independence. A few studies have 
already examined how a small group amongst them subsequently attempted to contribute 
to the development of an independent nation-state.28
   To pursue their envisioned roles, the students’ first task was to create the seat of 
student government and the emblem of their collective identity as students – the 
University of Malaya Students’ Union (UMSU).
 Their achievements and failures 
testifies to the political, cultural and ideological contestations within the student body 
itself, and Malayan society at large. 
 
The Vicissitudes of Student Government and Leadership 
 
29 Its Constitution proclaimed their 
intention to “ally ourselves directly to the interests of the country, which are based on the 
principles of cultural synthesis, racial harmony and political unity.”30
Student government implicated more than the protection of student interests. 
Student leaders viewed participation in Union leadership as an avenue for students to “fit 
themselves for service in the community”.
 
31
                                                 
27 See A. J. Stockwell, “‘The Crucible of the Malayan Nation’: The University and the Making of a New 
Malaya, 1938-62”. Modern Asian Studies. 43 (5), September 2008, pp.1149-87. 
28 Yeo, “Student Politics in University of Malaya, 1949-1951”, Weiss, “The chequered path of student 
activism in Malaysia” 
29 Malayan Undergrad (henceforth MU), 1(4), 5 May 1950, p.1; Yeo, “Student Politics in University of 
Malaya, 1949-1951”, p.351. The Students’ Union developed in tandem with the University of Malaya. It 
became the University of Malaya in Singapore Students’ Union (UMSSU) in 1959, and then the University 
of Singapore Students’ Union, after the split became formalized in 1962. 
30 MU, 2(2), 5 February 1951. 
31 MU, 24 November 1950, p.1; MU, 1(1), 18 January 1950, p.3. 
 Great emphasis was accorded towards 
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designing the Union to embody the democratic tenets of the future Malayan nation they 
were being prepared to lead. Their ability to acquire the university authorities’ 
cooperation determined their success on this regard. The inclusion of student 
representatives on the university’s decision-making bodies became a protracted struggle 
for successive batches. The administration had permitted in 1950 the inclusion of a 
Student Welfare Committee on the Board of Student Welfare, which dealt with student 
discipline and affairs, but rejected subsequent demands as the Committee proved 
ineffective.   
The desire for student representation centered on the students’ conceptualization 
of themselves as an independent force that ought to be permitted to function 
democratically and to be treated democratically. Significantly, the administration’s 
intransigence was associated with “the officialdom of Whitehall”.32 Their clamour 
intensified as pressures on the students’ rights and interests subsequently mounted. In 
1960 for example, a frustrated UMSSU President welcomed freshmen to “a 
University…whose authorities persistently refuse to entertain the idea of student 
participation in University affairs.”33
The management of student indiscipline became another pressing concern. When 
the first UMSU President pronounced that student excesses would continue to plague the 
Union, he did not foresee the longevity of his prognosis.
  
34
                                                 
32 MU, 1(2), p.2. 
33 MU, 11(8), May 1960, p.2.  
34 MU, 1(4), 5 May 1950, p.5. 
 Ragging, a British school 
tradition where seniors subjected freshmen to acts of humiliation and denigration as an 
initiation rite, remained a frequent source of consternation and acrimony for student 
leaders right into the 1970s. Given the University’s importance, local newspapers 
devoted great attention to university happenings and readily sensationalized student 
indiscipline; this evoked public disapproval. Ragging incidents garnered for the students 
immense negative publicity, which dismayed student leaders concerned about the image 
of the University and its students. As early as April 1950, the issue warranted a Union 
Emergency General Meeting (E.G.M.) that culminated in the inaugural Executive 
Committee’s resignation after the student body opposed their attempt to ban ragging. The 
opponents included prominent student leaders, revealing the lack of unanimity within the 
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student leadership at an early stage. Ragging became an ignominious metaphor for the 
students’ indulgence in wanton indiscipline and immature interests. The more politically 
and socially-conscious student leaders saw ragging as unbecoming, uncivilized behavior. 
The Malayan Undergrad editors for example were contemptuous that the future shapers 
of the nation should be discussing at their “largest and most successful General 
Meeting… not the way to nationhood, not our contribution to the cradling of a new 
Malayan civilization, but ragging.”35
Student indiscipline also strained relations between the student leadership, and the 
university and state authorities, who were displeased with the negative publicity and the 
students’ flippancy. These entanglements evinced both the expectations the students bore 
and their failure to live up to them.
  
36 Thus, ragging became implicated with the questions 
of student representation and rights as clashes between UMSU and the administration 
ensued. The former insisted on the rights to discipline its own members, and to be 
consulted on decisions concerning students. The very first student strike organized by 
UMSU occurred because of ragging. After four students were suspended from their 
hostels in November 1954 for the act, UMSU immediately held on 11 December a “day 
of academic non co-operation” involving 600 students to protest the Board of 
Discipline’s inquiry procedures and sentence.37
In November 1957, the Union finally banned ragging after twenty-three students 
were expelled from their hostels for it. There was now no opposition to a move welcomed 
because the University and Union’s image would no longer be “besmirched” and the 
students would then be able to “justify the nation’s trust in us.”
  
38
                                                 
35 Ibid., p. 2. 
36 Significantly, the university administration had banned ragging since 1951. 
37 MU, 27 November 1954; MU, 14Dec1954. 
38 MU, 10(6), 27 May 1959, p.4. 
 However, later batches 
continued to indulge in ragging, to the exasperation of successive student and university 
administrations. For the PAP government, student indiscipline provided it compelling 
justifications to manage student activities. Thus, the issue later became entangled with 




Produced and sold annually to raise funds from 1959 until the mid-1970s, the 
Yakkity-Yak, a satirical newsletter filled with irreverent lampoons of campus life, testifies 
to the students’ participation in social and community service. This was a less-examined 
facet of student activism which continually received the state and public’s endorsement 
and encouragement, even up to today. Undoubtedly, the support of the students’ social 
service activism was part of the colonial government’s project to socialize the new 
Malayan citizen with “a constructive civic role”.
To Be With the People 
 
39
 The students’ earnestness towards community service was partly motivated by a 
desire to live up to their identities, and to rectify the students’ image as a community 
detached from society. Samuel meant for the students “To Be With the People” as the 
Federation of Malaya embraced its independence, imploring them “to contribute our part 
to the building of our Malayan nation, in return for our privileged position”.
 This was a project which the 
postcolonial Singapore state interested in disciplining its citizens readily took over.  
 Other than initiatives by residential hostels and student societies, student 
involvement in community service was institutionalized in 1957 when UMSU President 
Frederick Samuel announced an annual Welfare Week, a designated period during the 
start of each academic year to be devoted to Welfare Projects, such as Work Camps. This 
became a major feature of the Union’s yearly program; each year’s Welfare Week grew 




reveal the student leaders’ consciousness of themselves as a privileged minority that had 
to bridge a perceived gulf between themselves and the general public, and fulfill 
responsibilities commensurate with their educational status. In the long run however, they 
hardly succeeded in elevating their public image, which remained marred by student 
transgressions and indiscretions. 
 
 
                                                 
39 T. N. Harper, The End of Empire and the Making of Malaya, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1998), p.312. 
40 MU, 27 April 1957, p.7. 
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Student Political Clubs and Political Developments 
 
This section examines the university activists’ participation in social and political 
developments in Malaya and Singapore between 1949 and Singapore’s independence. 
Yeo had already written about how a small group captured great influence in UMSU and 
many student societies between 1949-1951 in order to foster student political interest and 
participation through discussion and debates on national affairs.41
Even though the Vice-Chancellor had continually blocked the clamour for a 
student political club on the pretext that it would lead to the establishment of communal-
based organizations susceptible to Communist influence, the authorities had to concede 
eventually that political discussion was natural and conducive in a university earmarked 
to steer Malaya’s democratic development.
 It soon became clear 
that the colonial government did not share the students’ enthusiasm. Given that the 
university was part of the colonial authorities’ effort to produce an elite politically 
aligned and culturally familiar with the British, they were unsurprisingly concerned when 
their supposed scions asserted their own identity and agency in pursuing alternative 
visions of Malaya or consorting with other anti-colonial groups. While the administration 
allowed the students the freedom to discuss political issues, the colonial government 
began to monitor and frown on student political activities that threatened its prerogatives. 
In January 1951, the Special Branch invaded the campus to arrest and detain about ten 
student radicals who were members of the Anti-British League, a Communist-linked 
underground organization.  
42 Thus, the stage was set for the University 
Socialist Club (USC)’s formation on 21 February 1953 by a group of prominent student 
activists. The USC’s political activism has been documented by various studies, and 
recently by its members.43
                                                 
41 Yeo, “Student Politics in University of Malaya, 1949-51”, p.356. 
42 K. Kanagaratnam, “Development of Corporate Life among University Students in Malaya”, in 
Sandosham and Visvanathan, A Symposium on Student Problems in Malaya, pp.9-10. 
43 See especially Koh Tat Boon. “University of Singapore Socialist Club”. Academic exercise. B.A. 
(Hons), University of Singapore 1973; Poh Soo Kai, Tan Jing Quee and Koh Kay Yew (eds), The Fajar 
Generation: The University Socialist Club and the Politics of Postwar Malaya and Singapore (Petaling 
Jaya: SIRD, 2009), and an upcoming publication, Loh Kah Seng, et al. A Past Without History: The 
University Socialist Club and the Struggle for Malaya, currently under manuscript review. 
 For the next two decades, the Club made a name for itself 
through its involvement in both campus and national politics. Identifying themselves as 
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“the vanguard of progressive youth”, the direction and tenor of the Club’s activism 
revolved around their cause of forging an independent non-communal socialist Malayan 
nation.44 Within the campus it sought to “stimulate political discussion and activity” and 
“propagate socialist thinking”.45 A staple activity was the organization of discussion 
groups, forums and talks on campus that brought politics closer to the undergraduates, 
and they enjoyed the patronage of influential politicians, intellectuals and personalities. 
The University Socialists were not the only leaders and activists within the student 
community but they became the most passionate and vocal. They won for themselves, 
their club and their causes due attention, if not always respect and support. The examples 
set by University Socialists like James Puthucheary and Wang Gungwu attracted other 
students like Tommy Koh to join or support the Club.46
Through its organ, Fajar, which was distributed to the public, the trade unions, 
and other schools, the Club attempted to convince the wider Malayan community tha the 
colonial capitalist system that had entrenched the socio-economic divisions between 
groups in Malaya had to be eradicated. The publication naturally got the attention of the 
British authorities that were then vacillating between promising participatory space and 
censoring left-wing publications.
 
47 On 28 May 1954, the Special Branch entered the 
University and arrested eight members of the Fajar editorial board. An editorial 
published in its 10 May issue, which criticized the formation of the Southeast Asian 
Treaty Organization as an act of Western imperialism, had been deemed seditious.48
                                                 
44 Fajar, 1(34), 30 September 1956, p.5. 
45 USSU Handbook 1966, p.100. 
46 University Socialist Club Book Project interview with Tommy Koh, 26 March 2008. Cited in Loh et al, 
The University Socialist Club and the Struggle for Malaya. 
47 Harper, The End of Empire and the Making of Malaya, p.293. 
48 Fajar, 1(7), 10 May 1954, p.1. For the intricacies of the Trial, see Chapter 3, Loh et al, The University 
Socialist Club and the Struggle for Malaya. 
 The 
court judge F.A. Chua threw the case out as the authorities could not prove their 
allegation. Colonial records showed that the students’ arrest was motivated less by the 
article than by the colonial officials’ conclusion that the USC “had a hand” in organizing 
the earlier 13 May demonstrations by Chinese middle school students because copies of 
 14 
Fajar were found in the Chinese High School.49 The British authorities were clearly 
anxious in preventing the coalescence of the Anglophone students and the already 
volatile Chinese schools student movement, probably adverse to having to deal with a 
unified student movement, and to allow radicalism from the Chinese medium schools to 
infect their bastion of colonial influence. Even after the charges proved facetious, 
colonial surveillance of the Club continued. The British’s intelligence analyses “conflated 
political discussion and convergence with political direction and manipulation” and 
continued to be suspicious of the Club’s relationships with the other student bodies and 
trade unions.50
 The Trial thrust the Socialist Club into the limelight, and brought it the sympathy 
and support of the other anti-colonial groups in Singapore, in particular the Chinese 
schools students who were being similarly beleaguered themselves. Its conviction and 
morale bolstered, the Club passed a resolution in December 1955 urging its members to 
participate actively in the political life of Singapore and Malaya.
  
51 Former members like 
Jamit Singh became trade unionists who galvanized the working class groups and turned 
them into a support base for the PAP. Even those who were to demonize them later, like 
Lee Kuan Yew, acknowledged their contributions, which were fired by “the idealism of 
youth”.52 The University Socialists’ idealism both fed, and was fed by, their sympathy for 
the working and peasant classes, evident in their writings which advocated the creation of 
a fair and just society based on socialist principles in order to eliminate the economic 
problems afflicting the people of Malaya.53 Loh Kah Seng has also examined for example 
how the USC assisted Singapore kampong dwellers against the threat of private interests, 
governmental neglect and natural disasters.54
                                                 
49 Yeo, Political Development in Singapore, 1945-55, pp.190-1; CO 1030/361, Note of the meeting held at 
11 am in Sir John Martin’s room to discuss finance and other matters in connection with the University of 
Malaya, 22 June 1954. 
50 Loh, et al, Chapter 7. 
51 Fajar, 1(26), 28 December 1955, p.3. 
52 Lee, The Singapore Story, p.195, cited in Liew Kai Khiun “The Anchor and the Voice of 10,000 
Waterfront Workers: Jamit Singh in the Singapore Story (19541-63), Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 
35(3), October 2004, p.464. 
 
53 See for example Fajar, 1(30), 24 May 1956, p.2. 
54 Loh Kah Seng, “Change and Conflict at the Margins: Emergency Kampong Clearance and the Making of 
Modern Singapore”,  Asian Studies Review, 33(2), June 2009. 
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Within Singapore’s national history, the Trial has been memorialized as the event 
that contributed to the formation and ascendancy of the People’s Action Party. For 
helping British Queen’s Counsel D.N. Pritt defend the eight students, Lee Kuan Yew 
gained vital allies in the form of the USC leaders, the trade unionists, and the Chinese 
middle school students.55
 Outside of the USC, the student community’s political activism was sporadic and 
largely followed significant political developments. The introduction of the 1954 Rendel 
Constitution excited some students; about fifty of them assisted the PAP and the Labour 
Front during the 1955 Legislative Assembly elections as volunteers.
 USC members like Poh Soo Kai, Puthucheary and Woodhull 
became the party’s founder-members and the Club helped foster the relationships 
between the various leftwing groups in Malaya, including the PAP, before 1961. This 
was possible because the Club had already forged ties with these groups as part of the 
leftwing movement, an identification that grew stronger through their interactions and 
their shared experience of government repression.  
56 To show their 
alignment to the anti-colonial cause, the Students’ Council congratulated Tengku Abdul 
Rahman for his successful Merdeka Mission and sent good wishes to David Marshall for 
his planned mission to win self-government for Singapore.57
As the prospects of independence loomed, some students and student societies on 
campus actively deliberated the political developments and future shape of Malaya. 
UMSU also attempted to assert its leadership of the students in Malaya and Singapore, 
holding an All Malayan Student Conference to discuss not only student issues but also 
the national language and the evolution of a Malayan culture.
  
58
                                                 
55 Lee, The Singapore Story, pp.166 & 177. 
56 MU, 6 April 1955, p.1. 
57 MU, 28 April 1956, pp. 1-2. 
58 MU, 10(3), 17 February 1959, p.1. 
 During this period, the 
USC continued to pursue its quest, largely through organizing forums that gave PAP 
leaders, other intellectuals and politicians the platform to win over the campus 
community. For example, its programme for June 1960 featured talks by Club alumni 
James Puthucheary on “Socialism Yesterday and Today” and Alex Josey on “The 
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Democratic Experiment in Asia”. At the same forum, Prime Minister Lee also spoke on 
the changing role of the University in the task of nation-building in Singapore.59
 The momentum of political change in Malaya provided several new twists for the 
USC as the prospects of a non-communal united Malaya dramatically receded after 1959. 
Its criticisms of the Singapore Labour Front government for its failure to practice 
socialism and the Federation government for embracing communal politics provoked 
retaliation. Fajar could not be published between 1957 and 1959 as the Club refused to 
comply with the Singapore government’s demand that the organ be submitted for 
approval. In 1960, the circulation of Fajar in Malaya was proscribed.
 
60
The Club soon found itself opposing the Lee Kuan Yew-led PAP government 
after it elected to make several compromises in order to pursue a swift merger with a 
Federation government that retained a communal-based socio-political system anathema 
to the Club’s visions.
  
61 The University Socialists could not accept the PAP’s position on 
merger as it effectively conceded internal autonomy to the Federation government, 
undercut the rights of Singapore citizens and permitted the colonial government’s 
economic and political influence to remain.62 They were also concerned about the PAP’s 
increasing willingness to violate civil liberties and employ measures like political 
detention. They unsurprisingly took the side of the Barisan Sosialis after the PAP’s split 
in 1961 as the USC’s aims were aligned with the former’s agenda for a genuinely 
socialist Malaya. The Barisan also included a few Socialist Club alumni and members 
who were connected to the trade union movement.63
 Other than articulating their positions against merger through Fajar, the Club 
organized a Gallup Poll in Tanjong Pagar with students from Nanyang University. This 
was a response to the 1962 National Referendum Bill which included undemocratic 
      
                                                 
59 MU, 11(8), May 1960, p.5. 
60 See Fajar, 1(23), 21 September 1955, p.3; Fajar, 1(26), 28 December 1955, p.2; Koh, “University of 
Singapore Socialist Club”, p.33. 
61 See Matthew Jones, “Creating Malaysia: Singapore’s Security, the Borneo Territories, and the Contours 
of British Policy, 1961-1963”, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, 28 (2), 2000; Tan Tai 
Yong, Creating “Greater Malaysia”: Decolonisation and the Politics of Merger (Singapore: Institute of 
Southeast Asian Studies, 2008), for the politics of merger. 
62 Fajar, 3(8), December 1961, pp.5, 10. 
63 Loh et al, The University Socialist Club and the Struggle for Malaya. See also Fajar, 3(5), July-August 
1961, pp.2-3. 
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stipulations that forced the public to choose between three sets of merger conditions 
instead of a straightforward choice to accept or reject Malaysia on the proposed terms.64 
The Poll, conducted over four days in July reported that about 90% of the 7,869 persons 
polled were against the PAP’s merger proposals, but failed to make an impact as the 
media either did not cover the event or dismissed it. It is important to note the 
connections between their action and their self-identification as “undergraduates who 
have the future and the security of the nation at heart and to do something about it”.65 For 
its adversarial position, the Club members and alumni in the Barisan suffered detention 
during Operation Coldstore in 1963, while Fajar was banned for being “an adult 
‘agitprop’ publication”.66 More than any other student group in the University, the 
Socialist Club was both witness and victim of the climatic events that saw the “era of 
hope” between 1955 and 1965 turn into a “devil’s decade” for the left-wing movement in 
Malaya and Singapore.67
From the onset, the University of Malaya student activists realized the saliency of 
language and cultural issues, and emphasized that “the way to nationhood” was “through 
the way to culture”.
 
 
The Politics of Culture 
 
68 In the Undergrad, Fajar, and the Raffles Society’s publications, 
students debated the germination of a national consciousness among Malaya’s diverse 
communities, and advocated a common culture through the fusion of existing cultures. 
They were not mindless accomplices of the British’s “quest for an Anglicised vision of 
the ‘Malayan” however.69
                                                 
64 Fajar, 4 (2), March-April 1962, p.2. 
65 Fajar, 4 (4), July 1962, pp.1-3. The Nanyang University Students’ Union organized a second poll the 
very next month in Telok Ayer constituency, with Socialist Club members in assistance. See 丘淑玲, 
南洋大学学生会硏究, 1956-1964, p.200.  
66 Straits Times (henceforth S.T.), 11 September 1963; MU, 14(2), February 1963; Koh, “University of 
Singapore Socialist Club 1953-1962”, p.47. 
67 Cheah Boon Kheng, “The left-wing movement in Malaya, Singapore and Borneo in the 1960s: 'an era of 
hope or devil's decade'?”,  Inter-Asia Cultural Studies, Vol. 7, No. 4 (December 2006), p.649.  
68 Cauldron, 3(2), 1949, p.4; MU, 1(3), 17 March 1950, p.2; See Harper, The End of Empire and the 
Making of Malaya, Chapter 7 for the politics of culture during this period. 
69 Harper, The End of Empire and the Making of Malaya, p.275. 
 Some, like the University Socialists, made “The Case for 
Malay” instead of English to be the national language of a unified Malaya; others argued 
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that the students ought to speak their “Mother Tongues”, precisely for the sake of shaking 
off the colonial baggage.70
The students’ quest for the Malayan sought to reassert local identities over 
colonial ones, and to define the cultural bases for the new non-communal nation. Several 
scholars have already studied how a literary movement arose in the University to realize 
these cultural aspirations through the production of a Malayan literature.
  
71 The rise of 
these university writers was said to have begun in 1950 with the publication of Wang 
Gungwu’s Pulse, in which he deliberately used “Malayan images and Malayan subjects”, 
and their writing grew so voluminous that it was categorized as “university verse”.72
The students’ efforts at cultural leadership faltered due to their inability to 
reconcile their own cultural identity with the other communities’ parochial interests. As 
T.N. Harper wrote, the students’ attempt to channel the imagined Malayan 
underestimated the “upsurge of explorations in ethnic and religious identity that 
emanated from networks within the vibrant popular cultures in the towns.”
 In 
their attempt to materialize cultural synthesis, these writers started to employ a new 
language hybridized from English, Malay and Chinese – “Engmalchin”.    
73 When some 
Anglophone students criticized the anti yellow-culture campaign aimed at the cultural 
revitalization and decolonization of Malaya, because the Western culture that they 
imbibed was felt to be not detrimental to the creation of Malayan culture, they positioned 
themselves against the larger Chinese-educated community that drove the campaign.74
                                                 
70 MU, 1(2), 9 February 1950, p.3; MU, 2(5), 15 March 1951,p.2. 
71 Lian Kwen Fee, “Absent Identity: Post-War Malay and English Language Writers in Malaysia and 
Singapore” in Ariels: Departures & Returns: Essays for Edwin Thumboo, (eds.) Tong Chee Kiong, Anne 
Pakir, Ban Kah Choon & Robbie B.H. Goh (Singapore: Oxford University Press 2001), p.201; Koh Tai 
Ann, “Literature in English by Chinese in Malaya/Malaysia and Singapore: Its Origins and Development”, 
in Chinese Adaptation and Diversity: Essays on Society and Literature in Indonesia, Malaysia and 
Singapore, ed. Leo Suryadinata (Singapore: Singapore University Press 1993), p. 140. See also Anne 
Brewster, Towards a Semiotic of Post-Colonial Discourse: University Writing in Singapore and Malaysia 
1949-1965 (Singapore: Heinemann Asia), 1989.  
72 Koh, “Literature in English by Chinese in Malaya/Malaysia and Singapore”, p.140.  
73 Harper, The End of Empire and the Making of Malaya, p.275. 
74 MU, 10(7) 18 June 1959, p.4. 
 
Other students underestimated the antipathy towards all vestiges of colonial influence 
when they insisted that English could become the “basis of tolerance of the difference in 
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our people of such diverse racial heritage.”75 The students’ attempt to impose cultural 
prescriptions “from on high” paled against the many “alternative agendas for national 
cultural life” upheld by the various Malayan communities, in particular the journalistic 
and artistic networks that succeeded in promoting the Malay language “as an agent of 
national mobilization”.76 The hasty but ill-conceived experiment with “Engmalchin” 
failed to convince.77 By 1953, Wang Gungwu’s generation of writers had lost their 
confidence that they could succeed in creating a Malayan poetry.78
Political developments revitalized the students’ interest in supporting cultural 
nation-building. For example, a new publication Write was begun to pave the way 
“Towards a Malayan Culture”, but faded into oblivion after a year, underscoring the 
difficulty of the task.
 They were unable to 
reconcile their Anglophone identities with the requirements of a Malayan literature that 
the diverse pluralities in Malayan society could embrace. Unable to make their fusion of 
an unwieldy Malayan patois palatable to a fiercely anti-colonial audience, their attempts 
ended up being conversations among themselves.  
79 Subsequently, the student body was uplifted by statements from 
PAP leaders affirming their role as the embodiment of the new Malayan – unburdened by 
communal concerns and possessing the facility in both their native tongue and a neutral 
language within a plural society.80 In October 1959, S. Rajaratnam, the Minister of 
Culture, challenged the University of Malaya students to provide the “cultural lead” in 
the creation of a Malayan culture.81 A final year Arts student Ali Aziz was immediately 
inspired to write the first Malay play produced in the University, “Hang Jebad”. The play 
was staged at Victoria Memorial Hall in February 1960, translated into English and 
performed again at Victoria Theatre in July, and later bought over by Cathay Keris Films 
who screened the show in March 1961.82
                                                 
75 MU, 11(2), November 1959, p.4. 
76 Harper, The End of Empire and the Making of Malaya, pp.296 & 298-299. See Timothy P. Barnard, and 
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82 MU, 11(5) February 1960, p.8; MU, 12(6), March 1961. 
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 Other students supported the promotion of Malay as the national language, partly 
to facilitate Singapore’s merger with the Federation. Since its inception the USC saw that 
advancing Malay education and language was crucial to the building of a non-communal 
nation. In 1959, it pushed towards this goal by organizing a two-day exploratory seminar 
on the national language.83 The University’s Malay students formed the Persekutuan 
Bahasa Melayu Universiti Malaya (Malay Language Association of the University of 
Malaya), and organized a Seminar on National Language and Culture in late 1962 to 
promote Malay as the national language.84 However, the society often clashed with other 
influential Malay groups outside the University “over language use and educational 
policies”. This demonstrated again how the students found it hard to assert cultural 
leadership, even though they shared the “desire for modernity and independence”.85
The world of the student activist was not limited to his locality. Through student 
exchanges, tours, correspondences, reports in the various student publications, 
participation in a vibrant international milieu of student forums, conferences and 
associations, the University of Malaya students were connected to student movements 
elsewhere. These interactions allowed them to acquire support, recognition and ideas 
which buttressed their own political consciousness and identity as students. The Afro-
Asian Students’ Conference in Bandung in 1956 for example endowed the students with 
an internationalist language and vision that reflected their own concerns.
 
 
Towards A United Student Movement 
 
86 As an example 
of how ideas were transmitted through these meetings, Tommy Koh urged his cohort to 
follow the practices of student movements elsewhere after he was introduced to these 
while leading the UMSSU delegation to the first Asian Regional Co-operation Seminar in 
Kuala Lumpur in 1959.87
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 Their participation in the international student landscape was largely motivated by 
the belief in student solidarity and their common identity. Even though the Union’s 
delegates were aware of how Cold War politics were politicizing the many national 
student unions and the two international student organizations – the International Union 
of Students (IUS) and the International Students Conference (ISC) – that it regularly 
interacted with, they did not shun participation in these as long as their own non-partisan 
stance was not compromised.88 The 18th USSU Students’ Council for example believed 
that the polarization of the student world “is but a temporary phase in the evolution 
towards world student unity and co-operation”.89  However, the Union’s association with 
the ISC was more frequent and substantive than the overtly pro-Communist IUS; only in 
1967 would it be confirmed that the Americans were covertly funding the ISC. The late 
1950s and early 1960s represented the acme of UMSU’s involvement in the ISC, when 
three student leaders were appointed staff members of the ISC’s Co-ordinating 
Secretariat. The political clubs too projected themselves onto the international stage 
through its involvement with the International Union of Socialist Youths (IUSY). The 
USC embraced the idea of student solidarity, especially among the democratic socialist 
groups in Asia, and occasionally criticized governmental attempts to interfere with 
student meetings, for example the 1956 Asian-African Students’ Conference in 
Bandung.90
The students’ international exposure introduced them to the potency of national 
student unions. These were in vogue following the end of the Second World War, and 
some proved to be inspiring successes, for example the All-India Students Federation that 
impressed University of Malaya activists during their Historical Society trip to India.
 
91
                                                 
88 On the complex nature and history of these two international student organizations, see Philip G. 
Altbach, “The International Student Movement”, Journal of Contemporary History, Vol. 5 No. 1, 
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Similarly, the establishment of a national union of students, as a platform for concerted 
student political participation, became an enrapturing but exasperating preoccupation for 
successive Union leaderships. These efforts began with a few prominent students’ 
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attempt in May 1949 form a Malayan Students Party.92
Eventually, the Pan-Malayan Students’ Federation (PMSF) was inaugurated in 
March 1953 in Singapore with an initial membership of the UMSU and two organizations 
in Malaya - the College of Agriculture Students’ Union and the Technical College 
Students’ Union (TCSU). The PMSF aimed to represent the students both nationally and 
internationally, promote friendship and cooperation between all students in Malaya, 
increase the students’ effectiveness in defending their own interests and contributing to 
national development.
 However, the colonial authorities 
feared that such an organization would enable Communists to infiltrate and influence the 
Malayan student bodies and forbade it. Nonetheless, student leaders pursued its 
establishment relentlessly. 
93
Immediately, the PMSF’s member unions embarked on a multi-pronged 
programme in pursuit of its objectives. The students discussed national problems and 
programs for cultural and social advancement at its annual Conferences. To reflect the 
PMSF’s identity as an organization that bridged the socio-cultural differences between 
the student bodies, its Conference proceedings were printed in Malay, English and 
Chinese.
 Commensurate with its importance, UMSU’s delegations to the 
PMSF always comprised the leading student activists.  
94 On numerous occasions, the PMSF defended student rights, for example when 
Wan Abdul Hamid, a University of Malaya graduate and ex-PMSF official had his state 
scholarship for further studies withdrawn in January 1955 by a suspicious colonial 
government after tour visits to Russia and China.95
The fates of the Chinese-medium schools became one of its overriding concerns. 
The secondary schools in Malaya and Singapore were originally not part of the PMSF, 
but were embraced as part of its ambit and invited to observe the Conferences. Their 
students had become expressly anti-colonial after the British government clamped down 
on their activism and neglected their socio-economic grievances.
  
96
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The PMSF supported 
them when the colonial government interfered with their activities on numerous 
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occasions, for example the attempt to hold a flood relief fund-raising concert in January 
1954. The Chinese school students took these issues up with the PMSF, sending 36 
observers to the latter’s 2nd Annual Congress for example, which only served to arouse 
the government’s suspicions towards the PMSF.97
It was partly through the PMSF, that the University’s student radicals drew closer 
to the Chinese middle schools movement and added the defense of the Chinese students’ 
rights to their concerns. University Socialists and Chinese school students frequently met 
at the PMSF’s headquarters at Sepoy Lines.
  
 Their solidarity crystallized the following 
year over the 13 May incident and the Fajar Trial, where both groups were defended by 
the same lawyer.98 The Club also took up the Chinese school students’ causes and 
publicized their grievances through Fajar.99
For all of its promise, the PMSF was short-lived. Its dissolution reflected the 
deficiencies and fractures within the student body. The endeavour to hold adult education 
classes to teach Malay and English to the public for example failed, due to the lack of 
student volunteers.
 The warming ties between the two groups 
paved the way for greater cooperation between the students from the different tertiary 
institutions later, as the issue of vernacular education took on greater political 
significance in subsequent years.  
100 The estrangement between the PMSF’s leadership and other 
UMSU leaders further catalyzed the demise of the organization UMSU helped establish. 
Although the PMSF Councils and Executive Committees comprised largely of UMSU 
student leaders, these constituted only a minority within the UMSU Students’ Council. 
Two separate crises demonstrated that the UMSU councilors who dominated the PMS 
Councils and Executive Committees “were never accepted by University students as the 
leaders of the country’s student population.”101
The first crisis erupted in June-July 1955 during the university vacation. 
Aggrieved by “apparent irregularities” in the PMSF’s selection of delegates for the ISC 
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Conference in Birmingham, where the incumbent PMSF President and a University 
Socialist, P.S.G Oorjitham, had engineered a revote and his eventual selection as a 
delegate in the place of an original appointee, UMSU President Rasanayagam 
disaffiliated UMSU from the organization.102
The PMSF survived this uproar but garnered adverse publicity as other students 
began to suspect “that the PMSF was being run for the benefit of its leaders”. 
Furthermore, the committee member whom Oorjitham had unfairly replaced launched a 
vindictive attack on the PMSF, citing its connections with the Chinese middle school 
students and other irregularities in its operations to indict it as “being exploited for 
political purposes”.
 This was later revoked due to the 
unconstitutionality of Rasanayagam’s actions in acting without prior approval from the 
other councilors who were either on vacation or unwilling to act before the student body 
returned from vacation.   
103
Much more than the previous altercation, the British anthem incident sounded the 
PMSF’s death knell. The PMSF had first refused to play the British national anthem for 
the British High Commissioner at the first ever PMSF Cultural Festival in Kuala Lumpur 
in December 1955. Subsequently, the PMSF leaders proposed to avoid situations where it 
would be “obliged to play it”, which meant that British representatives would no longer 
be invited to its events. However, at an E.G.M. on 19 January 1956, the UMSU 
delegation to the PMSF were “censured and condemned for their stand” by the rest of the 
UMSU Council and the student body who viewed it as “an act of grave discourtesy”.
 Although these allegations were elaborately refuted, his 
accusations triggered the students’ anti-communist sensitivities, further smearing the 
PMSF’s image.  
104 
The PMSF leaders rejected the reprimand and resigned en bloc with their supporters and 
sympathizers in the Council.105
The contrasting positions highlighted the gulf between the commitment of the 
more radical student leaders that dominated the PMSF leadership, and the majority of the 
student body who were unwilling to offend the colonial authorities. A Malayan 
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Undergrad editorial lamented that the fiasco only sullied “the good name of the UMSU”, 
by revealing the student body’s earnestness for decorum over anti-colonial idealism; the 
Socialist Club denounced the students’ response as a nonsensical “Betrayal in 
Malaya”.106
The debacle contributed to the Federation’s demise. At the PMSF’s Central 
Council meeting on 24 March, the leadership of the Federation was surrendered to the 
Technical College Students’ Union, as the other delegations doubted the new UMSU 
delegation’s experience and readiness. It was likely that the incident had also shaken the 
other delegations’ confidence in UMSU. Unwilling to countenance the ignominy of their 
Union playing “second fiddle” to TCSU, the 8
  
th Students’ Council disaffiliated itself from 
the PMSF on 18 October, terminating the first contentious phase of UMSU’s experiment 
with a national student organization.107
The student leaders did not give up the idea, especially since the same motivations 
remained. As Koh reiterated years later, “many activities can only be effectively 
implemented if a national union exists.”
 The PMSF’s end demonstrated yet again the 
intimacy of identity politics in Malaya in the 1950s, and the sapping effect of the 
University of Malaya student body’s inconsistent anti-colonial positions on the coherence 
and strength of its student movement.  
108
The local governments in Singapore and Malaya were constantly concerned about 
the interactions between student bodies in the territories, and the Chinese middle schools 
and the IUS which they believed to be sources of Communist influence. The Member for 
Education for the Federation sought to scuttle the 2
 Immediately after UMSU’s withdrawal from 
the PMSF, it worked towards a new National Union of Students Malaya. Political 
developments soon foiled this endeavour.  
nd PMSF Annual Conference in 1955 
by demanding the expulsion of all secondary school student observers, clearly showing 
the subject of the government’s concern. The Conference Committee refused and held the 
conference at another location after the permission to use the Technical College’s 
premises was withdrawn in retaliation.109
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 Subsequently, the Federation government not 
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only opposed a union of students from both territories, but advocated instead a national 
federation of only students’ unions in the peninsula. It even urged Federation students in 
the University of Malaya to form a separate union to be affiliated to the new national 
union. The student leaders in Singapore were naturally dismayed at the attempt to 
undermine the “spirit of brotherhood and solidarity in our student body”.110
Consequently, the UMSSU student leaders focused on the formation of a National 
Union of Singapore Students (NUSS) with the students’ unions of the other tertiary 
institutions in Singapore - the Nanyang University Students’ Union (NUSU), the 
Singapore Polytechnic Students’ Union (SPSU), and later the Ngee Ann Technical 
College Students’ Union (NATCSU). These attempts were ultimately futile, encountering 
continued governmental rejection; a Students’ National Action Front (SNAF) existed for 
a couple of weeks before being shattered by the banishment of students from the two 
universities in 1966 (see Chapter Three). The final attempt to register the NUSS in mid-
1973 was rejected by the Registrar of Societies and then Acting Prime Minister Dr. Goh 
Keng Swee, allegedly on the grounds of national interest, evincing that governmental 
distrust of a unified student movement persisted into the postcolonial era.
 Eventually, 
the National Union of Federation Students was formed in 1958.  
111 Save for the 
PMSF and the SNAF’s brief stutters, the long-cherished dream of a national union of 
students was never realized. The optimism with which Wang Gungwu heralded “a new 
future, a future of close friendship, of a common goal and of co-ordinated effort” when 
the PMSF was founded in 1952 never came to be.112
The Socialist Club, conversely, soon secured other allies in the students’ unions 
and political societies of the other tertiary institutions in Singapore. In October 1960, it 
came together with the Singapore Polytechnic Political Society and the Nanyang 
University Political Science Society to form the Joint Activities Committee (JAC), 
sometimes also called the Joint Action Committee. A USC official, Gopinath Pillai, 
became its first Chairman, suggesting that the impetus for its formation came from the 
UM students. In the mid-1960s, the Club applauded itself for having “been extremely 
effective and efficient in co-ordinating the policies and activities of these three student 
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political organizations in Singapore”.113 The alliance marked a new milestone as it 
allowed the three clubs to present a united front on specific issues. Immediately, the JAC 
set out to support the left-wing movement in Singapore, organizing a forum on “The 
Need for Leftwing Unity” in February 1961, attended by an audience of 1,500 students 
and members of the public.114 They canvassed support for the PAP until the schism in 
October, after which the Committee opposed the terms of the proposed merger with 
Malaya and the 1963 Operation Coldstore arrests. Subsequently it protested on numerous 
occasions the United States’ military involvement in the Vietnam War.115
The University of Malaya student community’s passivity was a challenge that 
student activists and leaders faced and rarely surmounted; this could be seen in their 
indignant and exasperated exhortations, regularly featured in the student publications 
throughout this period, to their fellow peers to awake from their stubborn apathy. 
Numerous scholars have accepted the view that the University’s students were 
“politically placid and apathetic”, reluctant to risk their studies and the lucrative careers 
that awaited them, or to incur the authorities’ reprisals.
 The differing 
fates of the UMSU’s adventure with the PMSF, and the USC’s with the JAC demonstrate 
that the ideological and political positions of the general University of Malaya student 
body was strangely remote from the passionately anti-colonial temperament of the other 
student groups in the country. 
The Challenges of Apathy, Identity and Reality 
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 According to Loh, the 
accusations of student apathy reveal “a governing discourse of change and transformation 
in the postwar years”. The allegations of student apathy not only provided the activists 
with a defining self-identity vis-à-vis the apathetic and the indifferent, but also a useful 
discursive tool to “mobilize students, transform their identities and integrate them into the 
social and political fabric of the imagined Malayan state” by obligating them to be part of 
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the country’s social and political transformation.117
The problem of inactive students existed even within the politically active USC. 
In 1953, a club official lamented that “sleeping members” was a serious problem, with 
only a few interested in Club affairs.
 Yet, as much as the charge of apathy 
served as a politicized discourse for popular mobilization, that it had to be continually 
invoked evinces the degree of placidity the student body exhibited, and the degree of 
disagreement between the student activists and the student community over the students’ 
roles and responsibilities.    
118
In their zealousness for a non-communal Malaya, the University of Malaya 
student activists underestimated, and failed with empathize with, the potency of socio-
economic and political concerns dividing Malaya. An earlier quibble over scholarships 
between the enthusiastic student leaders and the Malay students in the University 
illustrates the huge gulf between the students’ vision and its attainability. Believing that 
“a nation built on discrimination can have no unity of purpose”, a few student 
intellectuals took the hasty stance that the no community should be privileged over any 
other.
 In 1955, the Club could not even meet the 
quorum of 25 members required for its Annual General Meeting. Evidently, the Club’s 
active membership was limited to a small handful of committed individuals. This 
contributed to the Club’s image as an exclusive organization representing a few 
members’ agenda, when in reality, the problem was that it only had a few active members 
to lead it. 
119 They accused the Federation government of hindering the Malayan project by 
awarding more scholarships and bursaries to Malay citizens than non-Malays. The few 
Malay undergraduates in turn demanded that their peers realize that the scholarships for 
the Malays were needed to remove the “great economic and educational disparities that 
exist between the Malays and the non-Malays.”120
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 The University’s activists and 
intellectuals pursued their idealistic imaginings of the desired Malayan nation without 
being sensitive to the difficulties of the task. This only contributed to the perception of 
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the University of Malaya as an ivory tower that instilled no confidence and attempted to 
impose a colonial vision from on high.  
Similarly, even the University Socialists suffered from their own brand of 
insularity, partly induced by their fixation on Socialist theory. Their dream of a non-
communal socialist Malaya was too far removed from the economic and cultural tensions 
dividing the country for a group wielding only the force of passionate advocacy to 
materialize. In their attempt to achieve Socialist class solidarity and elevate Malay as a 
national language, the University Socialists underestimated the Chinese and Malay 
communities’ cultural anxieties and ethnic consciousness, and opposed communal 
politics without offering viable alternatives to resolve the socio-economic gulf between 
the two communities. While it may have put them in good stead with the Malay 
community, their support of the Malay language failed to consider the economic 
ramifications of that choice, or the sentiments of the Anglophone community.121
The divisive dynamics within the already small ranks of student activists 
compounded the weakness of a student movement handicapped by government 
discouragement and their Anglophone identity. A key divide was between the radical 
students and the University’s other student activists and leaders over the roles of the 
Students’ Union and the limits of the students’ political activism. Except for the first few 
years of the University’s history when the USC founder-members enjoyed considerable 
weight and influence, the University Socialists usually remained a minority voice within 
the Council. In most times, it consisted of other moderate and conservative student 
leaders who disagreed with the Club’s members personally or intellectually, disapproved 
of the Union’s involvement in partisan politics beyond the campus or  believed that the 
radicals were fellow travelers of the pro-Communists, as the authorities were inclined to 
portray them. For instance, some of the advocates for a political club in the early 1950s 
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discussion”, and not “launching pads for actual political action”.122 The Socialist Club 
however was adamant that students “have a right and a duty to participate in their 
society’s activities”.123 In November 1955, it formally rescinded the clause in its 
constitution that delimited the University as the scope of its activism and declared its 
intention to “be frankly partisan to the cause of the people of this country.”124 This did 
not endear the Club to the students who argued for a more constrained role. Conversely, 
the Club was consistently derisive of their detractors’ profession of non-partisanship and 
political non-entanglement. Their relationship was complicated by the “two central 
pillars” which defined the Union’s role. The Union was embraced as “a self-governing 
democratic institution free from the control of the university authorities and … ‘entirely 
non-political’ in the partisan sense”.125
The first principle saw different Council leaderships join hands with the Socialist 
Club to defend ideals like student rights, university autonomy and academic freedom. 
Even if they did not align themselves with the USC, the Students’ Councils defended 
their fellow students when their democratic rights were violated. Successive Councils 
condemned the arrest of Club members and alumnis in 1954 and 1963, and the local 
governments’ ban on Fajar. Tellingly, the Councils insisted that the students were 
“politically non-partisan” but were partisan on questions of “fundamental liberties…basic 
human rights….of justice and fairplay.”
  
126
However, identical stances did not entail identical motivations. For instance, the 
murder of the Congolese anti-colonial leader Patrice Lumumba by Belgian troops in 1961 
and the continued Dutch occupation of Irian Barat in Indonesia drew the condemnation of 
both the Club and the Students’ Council.
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 Even as these cases illustrated that the 
students viewed colonialism as an international problem warranting their attention, the 
majority of the UMSSU student leaders viewed it essentially in terms of the denial of 
democratic rights. The radicals conversely emphasized colonialism’s role in perpetuating 
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political subjugation, class division, communal strife and economic exploitation. While 
UMSSU saw Lumumba’s murder as an issue of human rights and humanitarian justice, 
the Socialist Club understood it within the trope of Western imperialism.  
Required by its mandate to be representative of the entire student community, the 
Union’s second tenet of non-partisanship led successive Students’ Councils to distance 
the Union from the USC, and any particular ideology or political party. Some of the 
USC’s founders had a hand in formulating the Union’s apolitical position as student 
councilors; hence the necessity of separate political clubs in the first place.128 One of the 
contestations over the non-partisan policy occurred over Malayan Undergrad. 
Commensurate with their identities as student intellectuals, the principal conduit of 
political communication on campus were the various student organizations’ publications. 
Within the campus, the most important publication was the Malayan Undergrad, the 
Students’ Union’s organ, which aimed to stimulate undergraduate discussion on public 
affairs and to serve as a link between the “future leaders of Malaya” and the public.129 
The publication was “controlled at various times by left-wing, right-wing and neutral 
groups” and this would become customary as the more vocal students served as its editors 
and correspondents to use the publication to express their politics.130 Correspondingly, 
the Council leadership imposed restrictions on the publication of political material after it 
became concerned about the editorial policies and seeming autonomy of Malayan 
Undergrad’s editorial staff in the 1950s. The Union’s Publications Policy was 
subsequently amended in June 1955 to mandate that its publications “shall not contain in 
their editorials any matter of a political or religious nature”.131
Union leaders were anxious to accentuate the distinction between themselves and 
the Club, exhibiting apprehension towards having the Union’s image, and perhaps their 
self-interests, adversely affected by their colleagues’ political adventures. On occasions, 
Union officials refused to allow the USC to publish messages in Union publications out 
 This policy was not 
consistently enforced however, as different Councils and editorial boards vacillated on 
what they considered ‘political.’ 
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of fear that it “would be tantamount to advocating [the] Club’s views”.132 At other times, 
students and Union representatives zealously clarified any erroneous suggestion that the 
USC’s stances were representative of the student body’s, for example in April 1964, 
when the USC protested against the Federal government’s suppression of political 
opposition in the Borneo territories.133
Altercations ensued when the radicals attempted to bring their politics into the 
Councils, triggering the sensitivities of student leaders who embraced the non-partisan 
policy. Ernest Devadason, as an ex-Union President, was driven to remind the University 
of Singapore students to not allow “their political views to interfere with the 
administering of the Union”.
 
134 There was a subsequent attempt to impeach a University 
Socialist, Francis Chen, when he decided to contest the Singapore general elections while 
he was the USSU President but the motion lapsed after he resigned. This period also saw 
personal disputes between student leaders, fuelled by their different political positions. 
During the 1963 Council elections for example, Chen distributed handbills criticizing 
some of his principal opponents in the Council.135 Another Union President complained 
in 1965 of “Bad Blood in Council” engendered by a few University Socialists who 
allegedly sought to undermine his leadership.136
Inevitably, the ideological politics of the Cold War, and its shadow on the politics 
of merger after 1961 coloured the divisions between the radicals and the rest of the 
student body.  The student body largely accepted the British’s demonization and 
criminalization of the Malayan Communist Party. When the Union provided material 
assistance to the students detained because of their associations with the Anti-British 
League, councilors clarified that they supported the students because they were 
“members of the union” and not because they sympathized with “an ideology the people 
of this country have outlawed.”
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 The University Socialists themselves testified that 
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many students present at the Club’s founding meeting were uneasy about the Club’s 
choice of a socialist political orientation and left.138
 The Socialist Club thus faced attacks from critics for its engagements with 
leftwing individuals and groups which were officially deemed Communist or pro-
Communist. Devadason became an opponent of the University Socialists because he 
viewed them as “the fellow travelers of the Communists at that time”.
 
Though the USC and some of its opponents professed to be socialists, they 
diverged on what it meant in ideology and practice. While the latter were more interested 
in the promises of social justice and democratic freedom above all, many University 
Socialists subscribed to an interpretation which was critical of Western liberal democracy 
and closer to a purist Marxian formulation, holding the equal distribution of wealth and 
resources through the elimination of class to be the central premise. This view became a 
dominant layer of the ontological and analytical framework within which University 
Socialists understood and approached national and international politics. There were Club 
members who were less fixated on the economic aspects of the ideology and emphasized 
democratic freedom and anti-colonialism over class. However, the majority of the 
analyses and commentaries in Fajar were undeniably hermeneutically and heuristically 
Marxian and based on a materialist approach to the problems in Malaya. These caused 
other university students to arrive at an unduly essentialised view of the Club as s a pro-
Communist outfit. In reality, the USC had consistently disapproved of the MCP’s 
application of violence. 
139 For their 
identification with the left-wing movement however, the Club paid a heavy price for it 
was not only seen as transgressing the boundaries of student activism but siding with a 
force that their peers feared or disavowed. As one-time Club President Koh Kay Yew 
recalled, support for the Club “visibly declined” after they had futilely campaigned for 
Barisan candidates who were USC alumni in the 1963 elections.140
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 The access they 
provided for the PAP leaders into the hearts and minds of the student community 
ironically meant that the latter readily accepted the PAP and the media’s depiction of the 
Club as being in league with anti-national forces, for example declaring that the “Reds” 
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were behind the Club’s Gallup Poll on the 1962 Referendum.141 It thus had to deal with 
the ignominy of being treated like a pariah group for their seemingly anti-merger and 
allegedly pro-Communist views, as the Democratic Socialist Club’s formation 
represented, even though the Club was not against merger per se but the terms of merger. 
The only instance when other students stood on the USC’s side during the merger debates 
was when  the Students’ Council and the Law Society joined it in criticizing the 
Referendum provisions that allowed for blank votes to be counted in favour of the 
government’s proposals as being a “negation of democracy”.142
While the Socialists criticized the student body for apathy and indifference, the 
latter perceived the Club to be excessively brash, aggressive and doctrinaire in its ideas 
and approach. Their vehemently anti-colonial statements and rejoinders were not well-
received by more moderate students. In his reflections on the Club’s early shortcomings, 
the Club Publications Secretary pointed out that its militant tone and demeanour were 
alienating the students they hoped to mobilize.
  
143 The University Socialists chose 
however to stand by its approach and dismiss the accusations towards the Club as 
“narrow and prejudiced thinking”, hardly engaging their detractors.144 It exhibited a 
strong sense of moral exceptionalism, derived from their assumed roles as nascent 
intellectuals and the historical persecution it suffered from the fellow students and the 
governments of Singapore and Malaya. By the mid-1960s, a recurrent trope in Siaran 
Kelab Socialis, the Socialist Club’s in-campus bulletin after Fajar was banned in the 
Federation and Singapore in 1963, was how the few “lions” in the Club continued to 
champion progressive student activism despite the great obstacles strewn onto its path.145
Just as the University Socialists could be charged with moral exceptionalism, so 
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 They were also extremely critical of the sentiment held by 
many student leaders that social activism was warranted “out of gratitude” to the society, 
and dismissed this as a “condescending posture” towards the people, and not genuine 
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socialism. 147 To many University Socialists, the mainstream students’ idea of 
philanthropy was plainly elitist and reflected their identity as a bourgeois group “who live 
in an ivory-tower, cut off from the common people”.148
It did not help that the Club was seen as stubbornly doctrinal and supportive of 
Communist totalitarian states. Between 1954 and 1963, Fajar received numerous 
accusations and complaints of double standards and academic bias in its treatment of the 
West and the communist countries. This magnified the Club’s image as a pro-communist 
and undemocratic student group. The publication’s editors repeatedly denied these, 
although they did not convince their critics. One instance saw a student indicting the Club 
for “An Ideological Bewitchment” towards socialist theory.
  
149 Even its one time Fajar 
editor and Club President Tommy Koh later argued that many University Socialists saw 
the international geopolitical order in naïve and rigid Manichean terms – the wicked 
capitalist West, and the progressive countries which practiced socialism – and accused 
them of a second tendency to read only material consonant with their points of view.150 
Some credence to this criticism could be gleaned from the books that the University 
Socialists ostensibly read or recommended to others: predominantly books on socialism 
and Marxist theory, or analyses that either castigated the West or non-socialist states or 
supported the Club’s stance on political issues.151
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 The flurry of potshots between the Socialist Club and its critics highlights their 
irreconcilable intellectual divide; they simply spoke past one another. The Fajar editors’ 
retorts to these criticisms were driven by their theoretical understanding of socialist 
principles and commitment to student activism beyond the university. The Club often 
neglected to acknowledge the failings of the communist states they regarded as inspiring 
models of national and class emancipation. Conversely, its critics believed that student 
political participation should remain “academic” and did not realize that the University 
Socialists were more interested in promoting national advancement along socialist lines 
than in realizing a doctrinaire communist system. 
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Students who accepted that students had a political role but were politically and 
intellectually opposed to the USC organized themselves to form rival political clubs. The 
clubs’ pointed emphasis on democratic ideals, indicated in the choice of their names, the 
Democratic Club and the Democratic Socialist Club (DSC), reveal the view that the 
Socialist Club had not upheld these ideals. The Democratic Club came into existence in 
early 1955 and was significantly made up of a number of prominent councilors also 
involved with the PMSF. Its first President claimed that a second political club was 
needed because the USC was “falling short of what should be its primary aim … to 
educate its members so that they will achieve some degree of political maturity … so that 
the nursery of Malayan leaders will fulfill its purpose”.152 Avowing to stimulate political 
awareness and discussion in the university, the Democratic Club pursued a similar slate 
of campus activities. However, one of its members admitted that the Democrats were 
low-key compared to the “very, very intense and very active [and] vocal” University 
Socialists.153 The suggestion that the Democrats accepted a gradual constitutional 
approach towards Malayan independence could be gleaned from their alignment with the 
Labour Party during the 1955 Legislative Assembly Elections, while the Socialist Club 
supported the then more radical PAP. When Tunku Abdul Rahman’s 1956 Merdeka 
Mission succeeded in acquiring the British government’s agreement to grant 
independence to the Federation, the Democratic Club was mostly felicitous of the news. 
For the USC however, the vital questions of a single Malayan nationality and the 
country’s economic independence remained unresolved.154 While the Democratic Club 
was satisfied with the attainment of political independence, the USC refused to accept 
what they reckoned to be incomplete decolonization.155
 The Democratic Club was short-lived and fell dormant after a brief period; a later 
attempt to revive it was unsuccessful. In 1960, British intelligence reported the formation 
of a new political club “as a challenge to the Socialist Club”.
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 By 1961 however, the 
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USC was introduced as the only extant political club on campus, whereas “the democratic 
club, formed a few years ago, has become defunct”.157
The next group to rival the USC made a sensational arrival in 1964. In a highly 
unusual move, some 120 students led by Goh Kian Chee, son of the Minister for Defence 
Goh Keng Swee, applied for membership into the USC. The leadership could not admit 
the students en bloc as it was extra-constitutional, whereupon the rejected students 
formed the Democratic Socialist Club (DSC) in May.
  
158
Both clubs similarly aimed to promote undergraduate interest in politics, foster 
national loyalty and advance national interests but soon began trading barbs. The DSC 
reiterated the prevalent perception that the USC was an exclusive and insular Club with 
its own partisan agenda and opposed the USC on several fundamental issues, the first 
being the application of socialism to nation-building.
 
159 While the DSC insisted that “our 
socialist patterns must be evolved within our national framework to suit local conditions 
and interests”, University Socialist Koh Kay Yew declared that the ideal and goal of the 
Socialist Club had always been “to apply the theories of socialism to our national 
context”.160 The DSC’s vision of the postcolonial order was “a more just and equitable 
society, under a liberal and democratic government” that intervenes to reduce “the 
disparity between the rich and the poor”. Correspondingly, they were contemptuous 
towards the “totalitarian governments” that many University Socialists admired.161 Their 
USC rivals retorted however that “the democratic socialism they preach, cannot be true 
democratic socialism but a revision of [it]”, again reflecting University Socialists’ 
dogmatism.162
The hostility between the two Clubs extended to the issue of the Vietnam War. 
The Socialist Club backed the communist-aligned National Liberation Front’s struggle 
against the American forces in South Vietnam through statements in Siaran or through 
official protests lodged in tandem with the other members of the Joint Action Committee. 
However, the DSC accused the USC of supporting the NLF’s bid to deprive the South 
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Vietnamese of the right to self-determination through the application of “organized 
terror”.163
Just as its connections with the leftwing movement stigmatized the USC, the USC 
depicted their rivals as the “vehicle through which PAP ministers came to the campus 
with predictable regularity to address the undergraduates”.
 
164 Correspondingly, the PAP’s 
apparent endorsement of the DSC, where various government leaders attended and 
patronized its activities became a foil to demonstrate the former’s discrimination against 
the USC. When the police banned the USC’s Rag and Flag float on 28 May 1966, the 
Club protested that the police was inconsistently proscribing its float without barring the 
DSC’s. The latter’s float was then banned as well, ironically provoking the DSC to 
castigate “a government which gives only lip service to democracy” and “seems to be 
eager to discourage student political consciousness”.165 As PAP leaders continued to 
participate in the DSC’s activities; the USC’s attacks grew more vitriolic, portraying their 
rivals as “opportunists, Clowns and clots”. 166 This became exacerbated when the 
opportunities to attend the IUSY international conferences were mostly given to the DSC 
from the mid-1960s onwards, while the government attempted to block the USC’s 
overseas interactions.167
In all, the University of Malaya students was a latecomer and only one of the voices 
within a dynamic landscape of political and cultural contestations. Governmental 
disapproval compounded with the competing identities, visions and agendas within the 
student body scuttled or hindered some students’ attempts to contribute to this pluralistic 
landscape. Different groups of students evidently shared the common aim of building an 
independent Malayan nation based on democratic ideals and social justice but diverged 
 Ironically, even if the PAP had a hand to play in inspiring the 
DSC’s formation, the Club later proved that it was not a mere mouthpiece during the pro-
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on the approaches and methods. With the different groups effectively counter-acting one 
another, there was no coherent political or ideological position that could allow the 
activists to galvanize it into a movement comparable to others in Southeast Asia. The 
broader processes of Malayan development directed by forces larger and more powerful 
than them left these students hard-pressed to be relevant, or else hapless to affect the 
course of these changes. Some, like the University Socialists certainly tried. Despite the 
USC’s failure to significantly influence the course of political developments in Malaya 
and Singapore, they continued to pursue their vision of a united non-communal socialist 
Malaya. While their DSC rivals quickly reoriented themselves towards considering the 
future of an independent Singapore, the USC continued to discuss its perennial concerns 
of the 1950s in the new Siaran Kelab Sosialis, and held forums attended by leftwing 
intellectuals and politicians to discuss these topics. In late 1966, the USC held a Seminar 
on Communalism and National Unity to analyze the communal problems that had 
wrecked Singapore’s troubled marriage with Malaysia.168
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 Clearly, its members retained 
the hope of resuscitating the Malayan vision one day. Barely two months later, the 















Chapter Three – The Battle for University Autonomy and Academic Freedom, 
1960-1966 
 
In November 1960, the University of Malaya in Singapore undergraduates, 
thought to be “a notoriously apathetic, apolitical and coddled section of the local youth”, 
surprised Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew when they mobilized themselves to castigate the 
government’s treatment of the newly-appointed Johore Professor of English, British 
writer-academic D.J. Enright.169 Enright’s comments on culture during his inaugural 
lecture were construed as criticisms of the government’s cultural policies and thus, 
interference by a ‘passing alien’ in local politics.170 He was summoned to the office of 
PAP minister Ahmad Ibrahim, berated, and threatened with the withdrawal of his work 
permit. Immediately, about five hundred students (one-third of the student population) 
boycotted classes and attended a Union (E.G.M.) called by the 13th UMSSU President 
Ernest Devadason. There, the students almost unanimously supported a public 
condemnation of the government’s attempt “to strangle free discussion in the University 
and to cow an individual into silence for expressing views which do not coincide with the 
official ones”.171 An astonished Lee promptly congratulated the students for their stout 
display and tried to dismiss the incident as “a storm in a teacup”.172
The changing campus environment affects student life intimately. During the 
transitional years of decolonization and nascent nationhood, the local governments had 
intervened with increasing frequency and intensity in the educational institutions in 
Malaya and Singapore to advance their security and political interests. Even more than its 
predecessors, the PAP government endeavoured to redefine the roles and identities of the 
university and its students. Government actions either constricted student politics directly 
 He failed to realize 
that the storm-clouds had been gathering for some time; the students’ response was the 
culmination of tensions resulting from external pressures on the institution since its 
establishment.  
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or engendered within the campus an atmosphere of trepidation and uncertainty inimical to 
student political activism. For twenty-five years thereafter, they also made university 




Why University Autonomy and Academic Freedom? Early Conflicts, 1949-1959 
 
Since the University’s establishment, as Yeo notes, students had “felt it their duty 
to vigilantly guard” university autonomy.173 They were driven by their beliefs regarding 
democratic freedoms and the liberal ideals of a university. The principles were connected 
to the new University’s ability to provide an unrestrictive environment for its members to 
critically research and address national problems. Autonomy, a first generation student 
radical argued, was to be “an important character” of the institution.174
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The 13th UMSSU E.G.M. on the Enright Affair (Extracted from The Malayan Undergrad, 
Vol. 12, No. 3 (Dec., 1960), p.5.) 
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Devadason’s strong stance in the Enright Affair; for the University to “perform its 
functions to a democratic society”, its autonomy had to be “jealously maintained”.175
Student leaders also associated these principles with the democratic values 
underpinning an imagined Malayan, and independent Singapore nation. The colonial 
authorities were the first to intervene in the university, despite Sir Alexander Carr-
Saunders’s original intention for the two principles to be enshrined in it.
  
176 As Anthony 
Stockwell notes, the appointment of Malcolm MacDonald, the British commissioner-
general for Southeast Asia, as its first Chancellor had already “compromised” its 
autonomy.177 Subsequently, the colonial government intruded into the campus to arrest 
students linked with the Anti-British League in 1951, and the eight members of the 
Socialist Club in 1954. The student activists protested these as the colonial master’s 
attempt to retain power and hinder the students from realizing their future roles as leaders 
of an independent nation. Subsequent acrimony towards the Federation and PAP 
governments over university autonomy usually involved the student leaders deploring 
their actions as undemocratic.178
The Federation of Malaya’s independence in 1957 did not alleviate the students’ 
concerns. In the face of the Federation government’s measures to quash student 
radicalism in the educational institutions, successive UMSSU student councilors began to 
emphasize the preservation of university autonomy and academic freedom as 
imperatives. Other than being anti-democratic, the principles were also connected to the 
students’ rights and freedom to organize and express themselves freely. Like student 
organizations elsewhere, student activists in Singapore keenly felt that “limitations on 
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 To justify the Union’s stance, UMSSU President Pius Martin specifically 
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cited the example of Latin American students, who saw themselves as “the responsible 
intelligentsia of society” empowered to “tell their governments off if they feel like it”.180
These ideas steered student activists to view the governments’ circumventions of 
university autonomy as encroachments on the students’ roles, rights, and identities. When 
the Students’ Union was bifurcated and the first Arts students transferred to the poorly-
equipped Kuala Lumpur division in 1958, after the University of Malaya was split into 
two autonomous divisions, the Students’ Councils between 1957 and 1959 protested 
these. They accused the Federation government of victimizing the students for “political 
ends” and disregarding the principles that the students deemed sacrosanct.
  
181 The 11th 
UMSU Students’ Council protested to the Tengku, and petitioned the Yang Di-pertuan 
Agong, to no avail. On January 15 1959, the two autonomous divisions of the University 
and two separate Students’ Unions were established. The split of the Union was in 
particular denounced for violating its “proper place in the democratic setup of this 
society”.182 Implicit in the students’ objections was the idea that they formed an 
independent intelligentsia and ought to be allowed to function as such. Nearly a decade 
later, Devadason reiterated that, as an organization representing the students’ viewpoints, 
the Union “must continue to be autonomous even when all other organizations cease to 
be so.”183
These developments germinated a testy atmosphere on campus. Within months of 
the PAP’s election in 1959, the students were also disturbed by rumours of government 
interference in university finances, the inexplicable non-renewal of a Philosophy 
lecturer’s contract, and public exchanges between university administrators determined to 
preserve university autonomy and government leaders who disagreed.
  
184
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 Robert 
Anderson notes how twentieth century university education “came to be defined by its 
institutional context”. Similarly, the University’s identity came to be defined in terms of 
its social and economic utility to the new Singapore state, and not “the autonomous and 
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self-directing scholars of the Humboldtian dream.”185
Where it once played a critical role in the dismantling of 
colonial rule and domination, it now limits the expression 
and articulation of difference. Nationalism is gradually 
reinvented in order to legitimize the nature, scope and 
power of the post-colonial state.
 As Sheila Nair noted, an important 




After independence became imminent, the Singapore government sought to 
socialize the institutions and its students in a new identity centered on the students’ 
responsibilities as citizens, and the institution’s functions as a national university 
supporting the Singapore state and society. The government and the students had clearly 
divergent perspectives on university autonomy and academic freedom. The former saw 
these as impractical for the exigencies of national development, and believed itself to be 
the “only one educational authority in [the] country”.
 
 
187 Ironically, before the PAP was 
elected into power, leaders like Goh Keng Swee argued, during his participation in a 
student debate on campus, that a state did not possess the right to determine and direct 
university policy even if it “largely finances” the university. The university’s primary 
duty was “the pursuit of knowledge and not turning out leaders for political parties or 
staff for the civil service”.188
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 His fellow statesmen clearly disagreed. Shortly before the 
Enright fracas, Education Minister Yong Nyuk Lin emphasized that the institution 
“cannot possibly remain as an ivory tower”, detached from the society that funds it. He 
defined the relationship between the government and the university in paternalistic terms: 
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The state is to the university as an indulgent father would 
treat an over-grown son … When the not so ‘independent’ 
son decides to go on a ‘binge’, the purse strings naturally 
tighten up.189
His warning underlined the government’s intention to assert its authority through 
the control of funding, which only heightened the students’ sense of besiegement. They 
were unwilling to compromise these ideals in spite of their nationalistic sentiments. The 
students who defended Enright maintained that they did not disagree with the PAP’s 
criticisms of Enright or the government’s policies. They too blamed Enright for his 
insensitivity to local conditions and aspirations, but objected nonetheless to the 
government’s actions that, to them, constituted “a threat to a democratic society and the 




The Enright Affair marked only the beginning of the students’ struggle with the 
Singapore government. When the 18
  
 
A University Against Its Government, 1960-1966 
 
th USSU President Herbert Morais assured freshmen 
in May 1965 that the Union would “resist vigorously” attempts to turn the University into 
a government institution, even if it entailed the sacrifice of “an offering as large as a 
Vice-Chancellor”, he was alluding to the resignation of respected Vice-Chancellor Dr. 
B.R. Sreenivasan in late 1963. The government had requested that Sreenivasan block 
from admission into the university candidates it “suspected of being subversive” but he 
refused as it constituted “political interference and thus an infringement on university 
autonomy.”191
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 In retaliation, the government delayed $40 million that Sreenivasan 
needed for the University’s development plans, and the intransigent Vice-Chancellor 
resigned to resolve the matter. The incumbent Students’ Council immediately organized 
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an E.G.M. to denounce the government, and the first University Autonomy Day on 26 
November, where more than four hundred students boycotted classes to protest the 
“outrageous misuse of power”. A request to use the Padang for a sit-down demonstration 
was refused, but the student leaders nonetheless tried to confront the Prime Minister. Of 
the university’s 2385 students, 1116 supported the boycott with only 222 students voting 
against it (the rest abstained, submitted spoilt votes or were absent).192 The degree of 
student disgruntlement over the issue could be seen in how the 16th Students’ Council that 
had organized the protests was subsequently sacked by the student body because the 
press statement it issued jointly with the Prime Minister was less than resolute on the 
stand that political screening was “definitely undesirable”.193
The two student political clubs joined the Union in defending the two principles 
and supported the latter’s activities. Members from both Clubs were also heavily 
involved as student councilors in leading the emerging pro-university autonomy 
movement. They too saw the principles as inviolate and central to the students’ identity 
as an autonomous voice for truth and change, entitled to independently appraise the 
multifarious problems in Singapore and Malaya. Commenting on the question of 
academic rights as early as 1953, a Fajar editorial asserted that “if we are to arrive at any 
form of truth we must be in a position to yell out our feelings to any degree of 
fervour”.
 
The promulgation of the Internal Security (Amendment) Bill by the Malaysian 
Parliament in late 1964 antagonized the students further. Directed at preventing 
communists from infiltrating the institutions of higher learning, the legislation mandated 
that students acquire Suitability Certificates to vouch for their political ‘suitability’. 
Students immediately denounced it as a policy that infringed an individual’s right to 
higher education regardless of his political conviction, and protested to the Malaysian 
Parliament. The Certificates became for the students the most compelling and intolerable 
symbol of the repression of democratic rights.   
194
As a student society of unabashedly critical student activists, the USC was 
particularly sensitive to the issues since it faced regular harassment by local governments, 
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and occasionally riled against the restriction of the Club’s academic freedom.195  The 
Socialist Club received and welcomed the Union’s support on occasion, ironically yet 
significantly, from student leaders who were otherwise hostile towards the Club’s 
politics. Clearly, even the other students who shunned partisan politics were concerned 
about democratic rights and student interests. This became an avenue for the Club to 
pursue its aims of stirring up student political activism and drawing closer to an otherwise 
indifferent or hostile student body. As one former USC member remembers, they 
“decided that the best vehicle through which to lead the struggle would be the USSU 
more than the USC”.196 This would bear great ramifications for both the Club and the 
movement later. Hence in 1960, the USC lauded the students’ response during the 
Enright Affair as “a most healthy reaction”.197 In 1964, it joined the Union’s protests 
against the Certificates, because it believed that on “such National Student issues, WE 
STAND AS ONE!”198 The USC also pledged “its wholehearted support” to USSU’s 
1966 campaign to defend university autonomy, expressing their chagrin at the state’s 
persecution of the club.199
The DSC’s statements on the Suitability Certificates were weighted but no less 
resolute, branding the legislation “a stigma on our democracy” that ought to be “hastily 
and happily repealed”. Its position stood on two familiar arguments, first that the 
universities should not be breeding future leaders who were “all inclined towards a 
singular type ideology”, and second, that it was undemocratic to have a government 
decide who was suitable to receive education.
  
200 Correspondingly, DSC members 
participated in the efforts to engage the government and attempted to rally the university 
administration and staff to present a “cohesive and decisive stand”, recommending for 
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Towards a “Seething Cauldron of Student Activities”’ 
 
By 1966, university autonomy and academic freedom had become recurring 
metaphors for the government’s interferences in the university and the curtailment of the 
students’ freedom and rights. Union publications extolled successive Councils’ 
achievements in defending these principles and exhorted other students to do the same. A 
picture of complete student solidarity would be misleading, since there were dissenters. 
For example, a student opined that it was impractical for the students to demand absolute 
rights and the complete independence of the university, and suggested that the majority of 
students were indifferent towards the issues.202
Between 1964 and 1966, the Union attempted discussions with the Prime 
Minister, only for him to decline repeatedly. An eventual meeting on 30 August 1966 
achieved little as Lee scoffed at discussing national matters with a delegation consisting 
of three non-Singaporeans. He rejected the delegation’s request to repeal the Internal 
Security Act, stop curbing student political activities, and lift the ban on Fajar.
 Yet, photographs and reports reveal 
significant numbers of participants.  
203 His 
only concession was the offer of a televised debate at a neutral venue; the debate never 
transpired as both parties could not agree on the conditions. The Union held another 
University Autonomy Day on 11 October 1966, even as Dr Toh Chin Chye tried to 
convince them that the relevance of the principles was relative to each university’s social 
and political contexts.204. The programme included a boycott of classes, a protest march 
and rallies. The police refused a permit for a public procession, compelling the students 
to confine the activities to the campus, although a small group of Dunearn Road 
Hostelites attempted to march out into Bukit Timah Road.205
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 The students then gathered 
at the Upper Quadrangle to attend a series of rallies by student leaders and faculty 
members like Law lecturer Tommy Koh. About 2,000 students participated in the 
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USSU University Autonomy and Academic Freedom Day 1966 Activities (Extracted from Phoenix 




By late 1966, this growing movement in the University of Singapore converged 
with the movements in the other tertiary institutions to stir up “a seething cauldron of 
student activities”.207 Since its founding, Nanyang University had faced frequent 
persecution from the Singapore and Federation governments eager to weed out pro-
Communist elements and to restructure it into a ‘Malayan’ university instead of an 
institution that would, as Huang describes, perpetuate the “existing communal fault lines 
within a pluralistic society”.208 After a series of fierce entanglements between the 
Nanyang University students and the governments over various political and educational 
issues between 1963 and 1966, the subsequent release of the Wang Gungwu Curriculum 
Review Committee’s recommendations for the university’s development in late 1965 
drew furious resistance from its students, who viewed the proposals as threats to their 
university’s autonomy and its Chinese cultural identity.209 They promptly embarked on a 
series of demonstrations and protest boycotts, for which at least eighty-five students were 
expelled. Shortly after, student unrest peaked once more when the Ngee Ann Technical 
College students started massive riots in front of City Hall to protest the Thong Saw Pak 
report.210 The infuriated Defence Minister Goh Keng Swee declared that “communist 
plans were afoot” to bring student unrest in Singapore “to the boil.”211
Even though the University of Singapore students were largely unaffected by 
these pressures on the Chinese-medium institutions, USSU and the USC felt driven to 
support their fellow students who were agitating for similar objectives. Resonant with the 
impulses behind their pursuit of a national student organization, the students saw 
themselves as belonging to “an international fraternity” of students, an aspect of their 
identity which particularly “disgusted” the PAP leaders.
 
212
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 Hence they participated in 
activities to protest the infringements of the other institutions’ autonomy. Earlier, USSU, 
Nanyang University Students’ Union (NUSU) and the Singapore Polytechnic Students’ 
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Union (SPSU) had already on occasion worked together to protest policies like the 1962 
prohibition on students and teachers from entering the Federation in groups of five or 
more without a permit.213 The USC, which already had long-standing relationships with 
the other student groups, was particularly responsive. After the announcement of the 
Wang Gungwu Report, more than a hundred and fifty students from the three 
organizations that formed the Joint Activities Committee picketed outside the Chinese 
Chambers of Commerce’s building and sought its President’s intervention on “the 
Present Nanayang University Crisis”.214 In the heat of the student unrest in early 
November, the Students’ Unions of the four tertiary institutions formed the Student 
National Action Front (SNAF), with the representatives from the still illegal NUSU as 
observers. SNAF aimed to pursue the formation of a National Union of Singapore 
Students, and “to explore all possible avenues to seek “redress” from the Government and 
other relevant authorities on “violations” of university autonomy and academic 
freedom.”215
This proved intolerable for the government, which decided to topple the cauldron 
once and for all. In mid-November, it arrested and banished seventy-one non-
Singaporean students, mostly from Nanyang University.
  
216 Among these were four 
University of Singapore activists - Law students Gurdial Singh Nijar, Chan Kian Hin, 
Abdul Razak Ahmad, and Economics student Peter Yip.217 All four were extremely 
active in the university autonomy activities as student councilors, and Chan, Yip and 
Abdul Razak were high-ranking USC officials. They were banished on the charge that 
they were closely associated with Communist activities and participated “in illegal 
processions and demonstrations by Ngee Ann College students”. They were also said to 
have frequently consulted Dr. Lee Siew Choh, chairman of the Barisan Sosialis. The 
opposition party retorted that the students had only normal social contact with Lee, and 
were acting out of their own sense of justice.218
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 Till today, Gurdial Singh denies that he 
fraternized with Lee or that he had been pro-Communist. Instead, he became an activist 
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because he embraced the principle of university autonomy and sympathized with the 
other students who encountered repression.219 If the accusations of Communist abetment 
were well-founded, then Chan’s involvement was apparently not severe enough to deny 
him clemency. His Prohibition Order was revoked on 10 December after his expression 
of repentance and appeals from his father, who was a Singaporean citizen.220 
 
Gurdial Singh arrested and banished (Extracted from Phoenix, Vol. 7, 1966-67, p. 96) 
The SNAF’s origin is murky. It was portrayed as “a new communist united front 
body” formed principally by Nanyang University and Ngee Ann College students to 
exploit “the disparate strands of student discontent”.221 Besides the suggestion that the 
formation of SNAF was decided on without the knowledge of the majority of the 
University of Singapore student body, government officials claimed that the presence of 
more than a hundred Chinese middle schools students and known dissident Nanyang and 
Ngee Ann students at the inaugural meeting proved that the SNAF was a Communist-
dominated front.222
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 Whether the government’s allegations of Communist manipulation 
behind the scenes were well-founded or otherwise, this representation neglects that 
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University of Singapore students had sought to form a national student organization since 
the early 1950s. The USSU leaders considered SNAF their initiative, especially since the 
meetings were usually held in their Union House.  
The selection of the four Malaysian students for banishment fitted the 
government’s modus operandi of externalizing political threats to de-legitimize these. 
Since its ascension to power, the PAP’s political discourse has consistently depicted local 
political opposition as being foreign-instigated. Goh expressly cautioned the students 
upset over the Suitability Certificates against becoming “somebody else’s catspaw”.223 
Other than blaming the student unrest on the Chinese-educated students, he singled out, 
as culprits and agent provocateurs, USC members who were formerly from the Chinese 
schools or had connections with the Chinese-educated students.224 This depiction sought 
to further present the majority of the student activists as mere pawns, and suggests that 
the four USSU leaders’ banishments was meant as a warning to their university mates to 
pre-empt further radicalization in a vital institution. Lee also attached the blame to the 
Malaysians among the SU student leadership, declaring that they created “70 per cent of 
all the troubles”.225
His depiction belied the reality that student leadership in the University was not 
the sole province of the Malaya-born students. Furthermore, the issue of nationality 
hardly figured in the students’ discourse towards democratic freedoms and university 
autonomy, which they held as universally valid concepts. To Lee’s refusal to debate with 
Malaysian students for example, they retorted that they were being represented by a 
Council comprising both Singaporean and Malaysian student leaders that a mostly 
Singaporean student body elected.
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 Most likely, the government’s externalization of the 
November unrest was in part necessitated by the importance of the University of 
Singapore and its Singaporean student body, whom the government could hardly afford 
to alienate or punish without losing a vital source of manpower. Neither could they easily 
accuse them of being Chinese chauvinists or pro-Communists; hence the need to 
externalize blame onto a few pro-Communist sympathizers or Malaysian trouble-makers 
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within their midst. The singling out of the Chinese stream students was perhaps a chimera 
to justify the Suitability Certificates. These students, who faced more disadvantages than 
their colleagues in an English-medium university and usually hailed from an inferior 
socio-economic background, were more likely to focus on their studies and distance 
themselves from non-academic activities. Furthermore, most of the prominent student 
activists and councilors involved in the pro-university autonomy activities hailed from 
English-educated backgrounds. Ironically, the University of Singapore student movement 
may have been implicated in the November repression only because it became entangled 
with the student movements in the Chinese-medium institutions and hence drew the 
government’s fear that the their grievances would be exploited like in the Chinese Middle 
Schools a decade earlier. The government’s depiction of the students as manipulated 
innocents also revealed a paternalistic refusal to recognize that students could 
independently decide to oppose it. While the available evidence remains insufficient to 
disprove (or prove) that the SNAF was Communist-influenced, the SU student activists 
were mostly autonomous actors driven by their identity and ideals, and recent memories 
of how the violations of their university’s autonomy had affected them.  
All in all, the tussles between the student activists and the government throughout 
the 1960s reflected the grave divide between their views of the basic roles of the 
university and of students and the sort of society they served. From its inception, the PAP 
government had adopted a utilitarian approach towards educational institutions in 
Singapore. While the students decried the violation of democratic rights, socialist values 
and liberal ideals, the government viewed these aspirations as irrelevant, or else 
subterfuge for the subversive agendas of foreign elements.  
Coming barely three months after they had been called upon once again to 
“produce in ever-increasing numbers, and with ever-increasing quality”, graduates with 
“a fully-disciplined mind”, the University of Singapore students’ involvement in the 
unrest enraged the Prime Minister.227
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 Lee had exhibited tolerance of the students’ defense 
of academic freedom during the Enright Affair in 1960 and throughout the early-1960s; 
in November 1966, after the student unrest was quelled, he was less congenial. Lee made 
it clear that he saw the students’ militant activism as “organized indiscipline which is 
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going to do them and Singapore no good”.228
I find it difficult to understand that when you have so many 
vital, urgent issues to agitate you, you are agitated about the 
Suitability Certificate.
 He berated the students for agitating for 
what he elaborately explained to be “particularly British” concepts and rendering 
themselves susceptible to communist manipulation. As Lee put it in an exasperated tone: 
 
229
The mid-1960s movement for university autonomy and academic freedom thus 
ended in ignominious defeat. They not only lost three of their number to yet another 
violation of academic freedom, but also remained unable to free themselves from the 
stultifying image that they were politically insipid in comparison to the Chinese-
educated, and that they were naïve pawns of foreign agents. In his discussion with the 
USSU delegation in August for example, Lee forbade the involvement of other students 
in their planned protest march, arguing that it was the University of Singapore students 
“who need a little more mettle in their organizational thrust”, unlike the Chinese-




There was indeed a vital difference between the tactics preferred by the majority 
of the University of Singapore students and their counterparts in the other institutions. 
Save for a few, the former were anxious to ensure that the “demonstration and protest 
march will be orderly and peaceful”.
 More 
likely, Lee was interested in preventing the alliance of the different student groups, which 
explains the government’s later aversion to SNAF.  
231
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 This stood in visible contrast to the Nanyang and 
Ngee Ann students’ militancy. The difference in intensity between the two groups of 
students could be partly explained by their differing socio-economic statuses. Compared 
to their counterparts who were still disenfranchised, the University of Singapore students 
were less inclined to fall foul of the law and hinder their post-graduate prospects. At the 
same time, they were self-admittedly interested in presenting themselves as “a disciplined 
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body of future citizens who are more akin to keeping within the limits of legality” even as 
they protest “immoral legislation”.232 This however vindicated the government’s 
disparaging portrayal of them, and this is also where the pro-autonomy movement began 
to lose its unanimity, as the less passionate students eschewed their more radical 
counterparts’ aggressiveness. A USSU member publicly declared that the few USSU 
councilors involved in SNAF had no “mandate” to form the organization, especially 
when the majority of the student body happened to be away on vacation.233
 The government’s stern reaction clearly worked as the outcome left “a bad taste in 
the mouths of many”.
 
234 Even as the other USSU leaders appealed against their 
colleagues’ banishment, they distanced the Union from the City Hall demonstrations and 
the SNAF.235
                                                 
232 Demos, 2(3), November 1966-January 1967, p.2. 
233 ST 15.11.1966. 
234 MU, 1 (2), June 1967, p.6. 
235 ST 23.11.1966. 
 The storm subsided only momentarily, as the implications of the students’ 
failure to achieve university autonomy, albeit against impossible odds, became clearer 

















Chapter Four A Fog Over the University, 1967-1973 
 
The calamitous end to the 1966 struggle for university autonomy and academic 
freedom did not eliminate these as concerns but forced the students to express their 
disgruntlement with bitter restraint. The appointment of Dr. Toh Chin Chye as Vice-
Chancellor in April 1968 heralded a new era. This chapter examines how student politics 
in the University entered a phase of malaise and diminution, partly as a result of Toh’s 
tenure.  
The enthronement of the Minister of Science & Technology, after Dr. Lim Tay 
Boh passed away in late 1967, signaled the government’s determination to accelerate the 
institution’s transformation into a national university relevant to Singapore’s post-
Separation circumstances. The new philosophy of tertiary education centered on 
“optimizing and maximizing skill content of the workforce” to support the economy’s 
industrialization and diversification, and the “inculcation and transmission of national 
values”.236 The University was dramatically restructured to hasten its ability to provide a 
constant supply of high level manpower, research and expertise.237 Other key shifts 
include the appointments of government representatives to the University Council, Senate 
and faculties to give the state “direct control and influence” over the institution.238 On the 
students’ end, the administration endeavoured to direct their energies to the roles they 
were expected to fulfill. On separate occasions, Toh and other government leaders made 
their frustrations with the students’ recalcitrance keenly felt. At a June 1968 talk, Toh 
expressed his disgust that, even when the Indonesian Konfrontasi was threatening 
Singapore, the students were running amok defending abstract ideas and principles and 
“busy ragging each other and chasing the girls for their panties”.239
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 Such flippancy 
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demonstrated that “Singapore was breeding an elite… which would fail to assume power 
in time to come and the responsibilities that went with power.”240
The effort to re-orientate the University towards a new national identity 
inadvertently collided with the identities the students held on to. The Students’ Council 
ridiculed the appointment of a statesman as the University’s head, and insisted that the 
university not become “an adjunct of the Singapore Government”.
  
241 For students like 
one-time Union Vice-President Barry Desker, it was precisely because they accepted 
their roles as future national leaders, and the “social and intellectual conscience of the 
nation”, that they were wary of “the danger of leaving the conceptualizing to men who 
think in the same terms or who are bound by a certain ideology.”242 Other students were 
prophetically reluctant to see their university become “a generating plant for precocious 
titans so attuned to nation building that the future leaders will be leading a soulless city 
not really bothered with analyzing and criticizing but more interested in following a 
master plan.”243 Clearly, the ideas that connected the University’s institutional freedom to 
the students’ ability to fulfill their identities remained. By 1974, student activists were 
lamenting that the curtailment of free expression impeded students from becoming 
“mature, responsible citizens…allowed to voice their opinions and express their 
creativity where necessary, and contribute meaningfully to the welfare of the people.”244
As Toh quickly confirmed the students’ fears about his appointment, they 
intensified their demand for student rights and student representation. Successive 
Students’ Council continually urged the administration to accept student representatives 
in the University Council and to consult the Union about policy changes and matters of 
student concern. These demands were unheeded. Instead numerous incidents and 
recurrent contentions ensured that student rights, freedoms and representation remained 
testy concerns for student leaders and activists. By then, even the Yakkity-Yak, the 
 
 
The Clamour for Student Rights and Representation 
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satirical newsletter annually produced to raise funds for charity, was used to lampoon the 
authorities.  
An early conflict ensued over Toh’s “intellectual decolonization” of the university 
– the reduction in the reliance on expatriate staff in favour of the locals.245 Roland 
Pucetti, who headed the Philosophy Department during this period, wrote a scathing 
account of the ensuing policies, which included the disadvantageous revisions of 
expatriate contracts and the discouragement of staff-student fraternization.246 When the 
contracts of two expatriate lecturers from the English Department and the Zoology 
Department in late 1968 were not renewed, about a hundred students from each 
department petitioned against the decision. A delegation confronted Toh, insisting on the 
students’ right to “to be taken seriously on issues that concerned their education”.247
Prime Minister Lee too provoked the students in a series of incidents in June 
1969. After a local Philosophy lecturer criticized the government’s pro-abortion policies 
at a university forum, an incensed Lee shoved the student chairperson aside before 
berating the audience. Shortly after, he summoned the staff of the Political Science, 
Philosophy and Sociology departments, freshmen, and some student councilors to a 
closed-door meeting at the National Theatre. There he warned them against opposing the 
government or causing “organized disorder”.
 Toh 
was intransigent and instead castigated the students for supporting expatriate lecturers. 
248 Recalcitrant students would be banished 
“as had been done before” if they were foreigners, invoking the unpleasant memories of 
1966. Local ‘Cohn Bendits’ on the other hand would be sent for National Service 
immediately, foreshadowing Tan Wah Piow’s treatment in 1975 (see Chapter Five).249
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Students on government scholarships and bursaries were subsequently prohibited from 
reading the above-mentioned subjects, accused of being too value-prone. Immediately, 
USSU and other overseas Malaysian and Singaporean student organizations deplored 
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Lee’s actions.250
Policies that directly affected the students warranted their close attention. The 
Students’ Union was originally supportive of the National Service (NS) Bill, agreeing 
that citizens “must share in the defence of the state” and that NS would be “an effective 
crucible” to foster national identification and racial cohesion.
 The fracas further soured the relationship between the Prime Minister 
and the student leaders.  
251 The students’ enthusiasm 
was blunted when it became clear that the Ministry of Defence’s plans adversely affected 
some students, especially those who had to juggle part-time service and their studies 
simultaneously. A meeting between the Defence Minister and a Union delegation in 
December 1968 over the selection process and timing for call-ups was fruitless.252 Soon, 
NS became entangled with the students’ on-going feud with the authorities over the lack 
of communication and consultation. The University switched to the two-semester system 
from the English tri-semester academic year in 1971 to align the university admission and 
completion structure with the Defence Ministry’s enlistment planning. Again, the move 
was imposed top-down, drawing immediate flak from the Students’ Council about having 
been kept in the dark.253
When Goh Keng Swee deplored the “depressing climate of intellectual sterility” 
in the University during a October 1970 speech at a DSC event, students immediately 
seized his remark as an opportunity to clamour for the termination of the Suitability 
Certificates.
  
254 Given the government’s intolerance towards dissent, the students retorted, 
it would be better “to remain sterile than be castrated.”255  Riding this burst of agitation, 
another USSU delegation engaged Goh over NS and the Suitability Certificates but met 
no success.256
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 Eventually, the Suitability Certificates was abolished in 1979. Only then 
did the government acknowledge the legislation’s detrimental effect, when it noted that 
the suspension “should remove any inhibition against healthy, constructive and open 
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discussions among students of economic, social and political issues and Singapore’s 
future.”257
In September 1971, the controversial issue of ragging erupted again after the 
administration, zealous about curbing student indiscipline, punished three senior students 
for ragging the first year Arts student-daughter of Dentistry Professor J.A. Jansen. The 
Union’s own Commission of Inquiry was ignored, thus giving the impression that the 
Board was adamant on making an example of the trio. Indignant at the handling of the 
trial, USSU organized protest rallies that were backed by all of the hostels’ student 
committees and other student organizations.
 
258 Other than perceived injustice and 
infringements of student rights, they argued that the issue implicated the Union’s judicial 
autonomy and right to maintain discipline within the student body. The students’ dissent 
climaxed when the subsequent appeal against their punishment was dismissed. An 
Undergrad editor angrily declared that “the memories of injustice done will linger on. It 
is going to take much doing on the part of the University bureaucrats to mend this rift 
with the student body.”259
 By the early 1970s, the student leadership and the administration were openly 
hostile towards each other, with the former pointedly haranguing the latter over student 
issues while the latter snubbed the student press and eschewed any form of dialogue. 
Only from mid-1973 onwards did Vice-Chancellor begin to hold meetings with student 
leaders. This new willingness to engage failed to prevent further conflicts. In 1973, 
School of Architecture students complained that their lecturer had failed a third of a class 
of thirty-six in retaliation for their participation in a boycott against him over a 
mishandled project earlier. The Union sought the Deputy Vice-Chancellor’s intervention 
in the case of perceived victimization but the administration rejected the complaint and 
branded the students a pressure group, sparking further protest.
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 Unlike in earlier times, 
there was now little room for mutual engagement between a government-directed 
university administration and their prodigal young scions. 
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Other kinds of activism 
 
 Amidst the deepening tensions between the student leadership and the university 
administration, some students remained interested in pursuing national advancement, 
including the two political clubs that continued to organize forums and activities. The 
Malayan Undergrad was renamed the Singapore Undergrad in mid-1967 to align the 
publication with a new set of national circumstances and aspirations. The student 
leadership appeared excited about National Service and issues pertaining to national 
security. The Students’ Council had earlier condemned the Indonesian Konfrontasi and 
eagerly established a temporary Vigilante Corps after the bombing in Orchard Road to 
patrol the University. Excited students even sought to establish a University battalion to 
help defend the university and country but this failed to acquire official approval.261
 There were small acts to contribute to Singapore’s societal development. For 
example, the University’s Buddhist Society, Student Christian Movement, Muslim 
Society, and Philosophical Society organized the first ever Seminar on the Major 
Religions in Singapore in October 1967 to promote religious knowledge and cooperation 
between the various religious and non-religions societies on campus.
 
However, there was no evidence that this enthusiasm for national defence extended 
beyond a significant minority. Instead, when the Council set up a National Defence Fund 
between 1968 and 1969, it was poorly subscribed.  
262 Otherwise, a 
substantial number of students continued to participate in community service. The 20th 
Students’ Council began to encourage direct student involvement in welfare services 
beyond the customary fund-raising programmes, for example through the formation of 
the Volunteer Welfare Service Corps.263 Like their predecessors, student leaders a decade 
later continued to regard students’ participation in community service as evidence that the 
University of Singapore was no “ivory tower or the fortress of the privileged.”264
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 This 
illustrates that the desire to assert their identity as future elites and to refute the prevalent 
public image of the students as a detached and privileged community drove the students’ 
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welfare activism for more than a decade. It also unveils the extent to which the 
government has successfully perpetuated the negative images of the University and its 
students even as it encouraged such pursuits, further marginalizing the latter as a 
legitimate political group. At the 1968 USSU Work Camp on Pulau Ubin for example, 
the Minister of Social Affairs maintained that “undergraduates should not live in the 
splendid isolation of the University campus, oblivious to the needs and problems of the 
society in which you live.”265
Students also became increasingly sensitive to socio-economic issues wrought by 
Singapore’s economic development, and economic inequalities that remained despite the 
end of colonial rule. They criticized the United States and Japan for exploiting the cheap 
labour Southeast Asian countries provided.
 
266 Some students also began to study 
problems faced by workers and lower-income groups, writing commentaries on the 
‘Plight of Work-permit Holders in Singapore’ for example.267 Some readily criticized 
government policies that violated their sense of social justice. When the Singapore 
government withdrew the work permits of some unskilled and semi-skilled Malaysian 
citizens in May 1968 to address the problem of unemployment, USSU ridiculed it as “a 
shockingly negative” solution.268 A year later, they similarly opposed the Malaysian 
government’s similar move of stopping Singaporean skilled workers working in Malaysia 
from returning.269
 Political issues also drew the attention of some students, especially those who 
were disaffected with the PAP government’s authoritarian style. When the government 
embarked on a campaign to insulate local youths from decadent Western culture, through 
forbidding youths from sporting long hair for example, this drew derision and 
demonstrations from a small group of students.
 Their opposition was motivated by the concern about the adverse 
impact on the lower-income workers.  
270
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 When the Singapore government 
closed down the Singapore Herald in May 1971, on the charge that the paper was a front 
for ‘Black Operations’, students protested and took to the streets to sell copies of the 
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Herald and canvass for public support. The Council allowed concerned students, Herald 
journalists and other parties to use the Singapore Undergrad to decry the government’s 
action and publicize the efforts to rescue it.271
Despite the renewed urgency of campus concerns, student politics between 1967 
and 1973 was limited to inefficacious attempts at negotiations, and splutters of toothless 
dissent towards the government and University administration. This subdued state of 
affairs was partly ensured by a student leadership that remained fractured, fettered, 
fragmented and feeble. The 1966 banishments chilled most of the University’s students 
even as they emboldened the more radical and passionate ones. The student community’s 
enfeeblement could be seen in how the majority became hesitant about translating their 
grievances into real action, as the spectre of retaliation constantly hovered over their 
heads, not helped by the administration’s earnestness in punishing students for 
misdemeanours. Students complained of “a stifled atmosphere on the campus” that 
inhibited student participation, stymied student leadership and fostered political 
alienation.
    
 
The Malaise Within 
 
272 Some councilors were anxious to avoid antagonizing the authorities and at 
times took care to disassociate the Union from certain activities, for example a small 
demonstration in front of the American embassy over the Mylai massacre.273 Union 
officials warned that students in Singapore “cannot and must not blindly imitate student 
activities elsewhere.”274 Police interference with student activities became frequent. In 
June 1967 for example, police stopped the USC’s Rag and Flag Day float outside Raffles 
Hall on Nassim Road, and forced the Socialists to remove a banner with anti-U.S. slogans 
and a red flag with the words “The Red Guards and the Revolution”.275
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 In another 
incident, the Law Society was forced to remove posters caricaturizing the Singapore 
press laws and Internal Security Department (ISD) during a “Life on Campus Exhibition” 
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in 1972. In retaliation, the Society withdrew their exhibit, explained that it was “forced 
into closure by the police” and had its supporters wear black armbands to symbolize the 
death of the rule of law.276
The weakening position of the political clubs also handicapped student power. 
The 1966 banishments heralded the diminution of the USC’s voice and position, with its 
activities constricted and its allies in the other institutions proscribed. While earlier 
members had been defiant in the face of government persecution, the tone of the last 
available issue of a USC publication was more subdued. It lamented the Students’ 
Union’s emasculation and the creation of an atmosphere inimical for “creative and 
constructive thinking”.
 Thus, even as student dissent was being provoked, the 
students were unwilling to resort to more transgressive methods, restricting themselves to 
petty but telling acts of petulance.  
277
 The Club’s activities after 1966 are sparsely documented, although Union 
handbooks up to 1970 described Siaran Kelab Sosialis as being well received. The 
remaining active members bared their fangs mainly in the Students’ Council, whether in 
fighting for student rights or in attempting to influence the agenda for student action. For 
example, Sunny Chew and Sim Yong Chan, who both had stints as Club President, were 
involved in the 21
  
st Council’s effort to form the NUSS. In another incident in October 
1967, Sim and other students like Kwa Chong Guan staged a sit-down protest at the 
Union House Canteen to protest its unpalatable catering. On the same day, Sim and 
another student issued an open letter for a University Charter “to define the role of our 
University and to safeguard its fundamental rights”.278 The Club also retained its ties with 
counterparts in Singapore and across the Causeway, continuing the fight for student 
rights. For instance, the Club condemned the Malaysian government’s repression of 
students who participated in the 1969 political tumult in Malaysia.279
The Socialist Club’s last strut on the stage of student politics came in 1970 when 
the Registrar of Societies demanded that it “furnish proof of its existence within three 
months”. Its refusal to cooperate saw the Club being struck off the Registrar in May 
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1971.280 With its dying breath, the Club exuded the unrelenting conviction that 
characterized its style, declaring that it “will continue, depite [sic] all threats and 
persecutions, to struggle for the attainment of a unified Socialist Malaysia”.281
The DSC continued to exist, largely perceived as a pro-establishment group 
although its politics was rather mixed, supporting the government on some issues and 
opposing it on others. On the one hand, it advocated that Singaporean students should 
contribute to national development. On the other, it denounced government policies like 
the Employment Bill of 1968 that privileged employers at the expense of workers.
 
282 A 
great proportion of its activities centered on international politics like the Vietnam War, 
and the Israeli attacks on Middle Eastern territories.283 In January 1971, about fifteen 
students from USSU and the DSC demonstrated against racial discrimination and 
apartheid policies in South Africa and Rhodesia.284 The Club was placed in the 
unenviable position of neither enjoying the government’s full patronage nor the 
confidence of other student activists. For their criticism of the state’s labour policies, 
Rajaratnam, an earlier Club patron, rebuked its members for being “flat-earth 
socialists”.285 Other students derided its soft stances and methods. When the DSC 
picketed the British High Commission in August 1970 to protest British arms sales to 
South Africa, they were mocked for their insipid demonstration which “fizzled out within 
minutes of the arrival of a police car”.286
By the late 1960s, the government clearly felt that the existing student 
organizations were unable to foster the kind of leaders it wanted. The Junior Pyramid 
Club was formed soon after the 1966 university autonomy movement, a clandestine 
fraternity of selected students who met to discuss national issues and meet government 
leaders. An expose of the JPC revealed that several past and incumbent officials of the 
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DSC, the Union, and other student societies were its members.287 Aspersions were cast 
on the JPC as an exclusive government satellite on campus to produce students to “Toh 
The [government’s] Line”, and on the bona fide of its members, suspected of being 
informers and agents.288
 Factionalism within the Council and among the various groups on campus 
inhibited any coherent or cogent leadership. Factions led by Sim Yong Chan and other 
prominent councilors like Ong Leong Boon, Bhag Singh and Barry Desker often clashed 
over issues like the Council’s abandonment of the four banished students in 1966. Like 
their predecessors, Sim and his USC colleagues sought to commit the Council on various 
political issues. This sparked altercations with student leaders who opposed their views or 
stood by the Union’s non-partisan identity. Councilors led by Desker objected to Sim’s 
request for a Council resolution condemning American involvement in Vietnam, and 
walked out of the meeting to force its adjournment for the lack of quorum.
 By this time, both political clubs had lost the influence they 
earlier wielded and the JPC’s existence led to further mutual suspicion among the student 
leaders. 
289 Other 
councilors accused Sim’s faction of “partisan political manoeuvres and adventures.”290 
The rivalry escalated into a heady confrontation in May 1968 where Sim’s faction 
resigned to protest the Council’s failure to impeach Desker for alleged behaviour that 
violated the Union Constitution and were derogatory to the Union.291
The Non-Hostelites Organization (N.H.O.), which represented more than half of 
the student population and most of the Singaporean students, was reorganized and 
revitalized in 1969 and became a serious rival to the Council. . The Pelandok, its organ, 
frequently directed criticisms at the Council, provoking a war of jibes and accusations 
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between 1969 and 1971.292 The N.H.O. also got embroiled in spats with the various 
hostels over the Union’s budget allocation, and took the side of those who argued that 
student power was being undercut by the involvement of foreign students. While this had 
been disregarded as an issue before 1966, some students began to argue that the student 
movement would be in better shape if only local students participated in it, since 
Singaporeans would be more aligned to the national interests and since the involvement 
of non-nationals was the one justification government leaders frequently gave for not 
engaging student delegations. A student for example blamed the failure of the attempt to 
form the NUSS on the involvement of foreigners in the negotiations, arguing that such an 
association “must be formed by and for Singapore students.”293
The absence of convincing leadership compounded these problems. The student 
publications revealed rising student disgruntlement and despair with the successive 
batches of Students’ Councils between 1968 and 1973. As early as December 1968, a 
student lamented that the Students’ Council “is traditionally un-lacking in latitude of 
thought but is always lacking in magnitude of action”.
 These perspectives only 
divided the student body further. 
294 In the same month, vocal 
Undergrad editors lambasted their Council for being facile, mediocre, complacent and 
reticent.295 Instead of goading the Council into action however, their counterparts 
responded by seeking to muzzle the publication. The incumbent President Bhag Singh for 
example demanded that all Undergrad articles be subjected to his approval, only for the 
editors to resist vehemently.296 Some student leaders were more interested in 
beleaguering one another over trivial matters and petty misdemeanours such as the 
sabotage of the Union aquarium.297 On occasion, the disputes deteriorated into actual 
violence. In late 1972 for example, a fistfight broke out between the 25th Council 
Chairman and other Councilors over an uproar sparked by the 1972/1973 Union 
handbooks’ disparaging portrayals of several student organizations.298
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for councilors to shirk their duties, and absent themselves from Council meetings. In July 
1970 for instance, twenty student councilors failed to attend more than three meetings 
consecutively, and constitutionally ceased to be councilors.299 The malaise which 
afflicted the Students’ Council was underlined by the student community’s lack of 
interest in the previously highly regarded position of student councilor. Only fifteen 
candidates vied for twelve seats during 24th Students’ Council’s General Elections.300
  Other than absenteeism and the dereliction of duty, student observers were also 
disdainful of the petty politicking, abuses of power or inappropriate behavior of some 
councilors. A Union Vice-President was replaced after he was indicted of cronyism and 
other malpractices.
  
301 His successor, a certain T. T. Durai was castigated for lavish 
spending on a meaningless press cocktail for foreign correspondents.302 A student leader, 
Daniel James, single-handedly precipitated a series of power struggles within the Council 
between 1968 and 1970. Within his short reign, he attempted to modify the Union’s 
structure and constitution to accord himself greater power, and was indicted for 
profiteering from his stint as Managing Editor of the Undergrad. Effectively treating the 
Union like his personal fiefdom, he unilaterally launched numerous student welfare 
policies, challenged PM Lee to an open debate, and hatched an ambitious plan to field or 
sponsor a Students’ Union candidate in the next Singapore General elections.303 These 
actions and his overbearing behavior drew scathing backlash from his colleagues and he 
was eventually forced to resign in April 1970; by then James had already drawn suspicion 
that he was a Malaysian agent sent “to create mischief”.304 The infighting and instability 
within the Council saw the Union Presidency being passed between seven individuals in 
the space of one academic year during the 23rd Students’ Council’s tenure.305 These 
problems remained for the next few years and exasperated the already politically 
ambivalent students; in December 1971, student commentators pronounced the student 
body “unorganized and fragmented.”306
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In the face of these pressures on and within the student community, student 
leaders eventually sought to re-invigorate the key channel of student power – the 
Students’ Union. In mid-1972, a USSU Commission of Inquiry mostly made up of 
Singaporean student leaders attempted to refine the Union’s structure, processes and 
relationships with other groups within and without. The report reveals the student 
leadership’s paramount concerns, their perception of the underpinning problems, and 
their tenuous positioning. On the one hand, the Commission embraced the students’ role 
in national development and sought to modify the Union Constitution to promote greater 
social responsibility and involvement in community service among its members. On the 
other, it rejected the perspectives against non-Singaporeans in the student leadership, and 
chose to preserve the Union’s identity as “a collective body” meant to represent and 
safeguard the interests of its members, “regardless of race, nationality, language or 
religion.”307
Yet another Union crisis in late 1973 proved the last straw for a student 
community exasperated with their strife-ridden and uninspiring leadership. In a quick 
series of EGMs, squabbles between factions siding with two feuding councilors 
degenerated into hooliganism and culminated in the resignation of the incumbent Ex-co. 
The student body regarded this new crisis with utmost contempt; the disgruntled students 
included a group of Architecture students who appealed to their colleagues to end the 
‘personal politicking for power’ and instead re-direct their energies to the ‘many external 
issues that we as University students have the responsibility to be aware of…’
 The reforms it recommended were never implemented; the administration 
rejected the recommendations, and the student leadership was too weak to push them 
through. 
308
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eventual solution was the formation of an entirely new Interim Council led by a female 
Architecture student Juliet Chin.  The rise to prominence of Chin and another 
Architecture student Tan Wah Piow would re-ignite the faltering course of student 
activism in the University.  
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Chapter Five  The Union’s Last Stand - The Student Movement of 1974-1975 
 
On 1 November 1974, Tan Wah Piow, the 28th USSU President was arrested with 
two shipyard workers and charged with rioting during a meeting at the Pioneer Industries 
Employees Union (PIEU) premises the day before. The meeting followed an earlier 
confrontation on 23 October between 74 retrenched American Marine workers and PIEU 
officials; Tan was present as well to assist the workers.  According to Tan, his criticisms 
of Phey Yew Kok, the PIEU Chairman and a PAP Member of Parliament, provoked the 
latter to frame him for damages the PIEU officials themselves inflicted on their office. 
The trio was tried and pronounced guilty on 22 February 1975. The student witnesses’ 
accounts suggest that the verdict was reached under dubious circumstances - the trial 
judge practically acted as the second prosecutor, and disregarded the testimonies of 
several defense witnesses.309 In his recent memoirs, Ismail Kassim, a veteran journalist 
and unionist, suggested that the trial was politically inspired, recounting his impression 
that Phey was “capable of anything, including fixing up his opponents”.310 Upon his early 
release from imprisonment, Tan was immediately called up for national service. In his 
view, his conscription was “a naked, and illegal attempt by the government to transfer 
[him] from one prison to another”.311  Hence, he fled to London, and was later alleged to 
have been an instigator in the 1987 Marxist Conspiracy. Phey absconded from Singapore 
after a corruption conviction in 1996. 
 Tan’s enigmatic trial has to be understood in the context of a student movement 
that arose in the University of Singapore during 1974-1975. After a slew of ineffective 
leaders, an Interim Council with Juliet Chin as President was voted in on 3 January 1974. 
In this short period, Chin’s Council, and its successor, the 28th
 
 Students’ Council Tan 
headed, resuscitated student activism to such a degree that the Singapore government 
once again elected to nullify it. 
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Phase One – Students for Economic and Political Freedom 
 
While previous Councils made student rights and interests the focal point of their 
politics, the new leaders concentrated on social and economic matters. Through field 
work, work camps, university talks and student writings, students were brought closer to 
the experiences and problems of less privileged groups in Singapore. In mid-1974 for 
example, the Undergrad featured a “People’s Forum” section, presenting interviews with 
members of the public on social issues.312 In January, the Union denigrated Japanese 
economic policies towards Southeast Asia, and unsuccessfully attempted to hold an open 
dialogue with the Japanese Prime Minister during his visit to the region. In February, the 
Students’ Unions of all four tertiary institutions conducted a public campaign against a 
government approved hike in bus fares that aggravated existing public grievances with 
existing bus services. The previously feuding editorial boards of the USSU Council 
News, the Pelandok, and the Singapore Undergrad produced a joint issue for the 
campaign, demonstrating the level of student support for the action.313 Upon the hike’s 
implementation, the four Unions conducted publicity and petition-signing campaigns 
both on and off campus. The Minister for Communication refused to accept their petition, 
which came with more than 10000 signatures, and challenged the students to propose 
alternatives to the hike. In response, the unions formed a Research Committee and 
requested that he provide the relevant documents and reports so that they could meet his 
challenge.314
The same year, issues regarding political freedoms and student rights distracted 
the student leaders and foreshadowed the student body’s eventual resistance when their 
leaders were arrested later. In June, the government’s detention without trial of thirty-five 
Singaporeans alleged to be “communist elements” drew condemnation from both USSU 
and SPSU.
 The Minister did not respond.  
315
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 The former organized an Anti-Repression week with a forum on political 
detention that attracted large student crowds. Around the same time, the implementation 
of a $100 tuition fee increase aggravated the relationship between the university 
 74 
administration and the student leadership once again. Then Union Vice-President Tan led 
the way in demonstrating displeasure by attending the Welcome Convention for freshmen 
without wearing the customary lounge suits and accusing Toh of not informing the Board 
of Student Welfare about the hike’s implementation.316 By then, the Vice Chancellor 
acknowledged that a more strident group “determined to be very unpleasant in 
disagreeing” had replaced the unconvincing student leadership earlier during his 
tenure.317
USSU then got involved with the Malaysian government’s eviction of squatters in 
Tasek Utara, Johore Baru in September. About seventy University of Singapore students 
demonstrated outside Malaysian High Commission in Singapore to protest the 
eviction.
  
318 Some student councilors worked with the University of Malaya Students’ 
Union to provide material and moral support to the squatters, and even travelled to Tasek 
Utara to help the squatters resist the eviction. For this, two Malaysian USSU councilors 
were charged for “illegal occupation of state land”.319
Ultimately, the plight of the working classes during an international financial 
crisis gripped the students’ attention. Tan’s Council certainly felt that not enough was 
being done for the workers who were affected by the economic turmoil; thus, in October, 
 USSU’s involvement however 
encountered opposition from its members. The Malaysian students disassociated 
themselves from USSU’s actions because it “has no locus standi in a purely state matter.” 
The Non-Hostelites Organization, the Law Society, the Indian Cultural Society and the 
Democratic Socialist Club all argued that, though the Union’s material support of the 
squatters was justified, it should not interfere in another country’s domestic affairs. 
Nonetheless, an attempt to oust the Ex-co was thwarted by a vote of confidence being 
returned; this underlined the support Tan’s Ex-co enjoyed.  In all, that these student 
societies embraced the humanitarian principle behind the Council’s involvement but 
disagreed with its actions proved that the students were not following its lead blindly. 
This undermines the government’s portrayals of the student movement as being 
unwittingly led astray by non-Singaporean student leaders.  
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it established a Retrenchment Research Centre (RRC) to study retrenchment and to assist 
the workers and their families. The RRC members researched and produced a handbook 
entitled “Singapore Economic Realities” that dealt extensively with the social, 
psychological, financial and workplace problems workers faced, and their legal rights.320 
The students took up the responsibility of representing worker interests, as Kevin 
Hewison and Garry Rodan argue, because the trade unions had already been co-opted 
under a government-directed representative body, the National Trades Union Congress 
(NTUC).321 The RRC reached out to the workers of various industries in Singapore, 
provided a space for their representatives to meet with the student leaders and coordinate 
solutions to deal with their common problems. This usurped the NTUC’s prerogatives 
and set the stage for Tan’s entanglement in a labour relations dispute. As Edna Tan has 
argued, the government moved against this embryonic student movement because its 
“intrusion into the labour arena” was viewed as “a threat to the stability of the tripartite 
relationship among the trade unions, the management of the companies and the 
government.”322
It was unsurprising thus that the government began to rein in this movement. 
Even before Tan’s sensational arrest, there was already sporadic interference in the 
students’ activities. During the Anti-Busfare Hike Campaign, the NUSU and NATCSU 
Presidents received threatening telephone calls from unknown sources. Other student 
activists were harassed by the Internal Security Department, which “[swarmed] all over 
 The student movement threatened the government’s economic 
imperatives and social control at a most inconvenient time - in the midst of a global 
recession. In connecting with the working classes and engaging populist concerns, the 
new student movement was also an uncomfortable reminder of the powerful left-wing 
movements in the 1950s and 1960s.  Furthermore, this student movement once again saw 
USSU working not in hapless isolation, but with SPSU and the resurrected NUSU and 
NATCSU. Government leaders would have also been uneasy about the student protest 
movements erupting in the West, in Southeast Asia, and in neighbouring Malaysia and 
Indonesia in particular.  
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USSU and SPSU, calling up students for “friendly” chats”.323 In July, immigration 
officials seized the passports of four USSU officials, including Juliet Chin, on the claim 
that they could be illegal immigrants.324
The administration soon joined in the harassment. The Union’s Honorary 
Secretary-General Tsui Hon Kwong was accused of contravening the conditions of his 
scholarship by being heavily involved in student activities, instead of completing his 
studies as soon as possible. As surety for his son’s bond, the University demanded that 
Tsui’s father repay the fees or face legal action.
 This was perceived as an attempt at intimidation.  
325 Other student leaders were threatened 
with disciplinary action for speaking at student rallies. Subsequently, the University’s 
Public Relations Office published an official “Guide for Student Organisations” 
reminding student leaders about Singapore laws, and introducing new permit 
requirements for a range of student activities.326 This, the students laughed off as “yet 
another blatant and ridiculous attempt to control students”.327
As the students got more involved with workers in Singapore, the authorities 
became more hostile. Immigration officials inexplicably confiscated Tan Wah Piow’s 
passport upon his return from a visit to Johore Baru in November and refused to return it, 
until more than fifty USSU and SPSU students arrived to protest the ignominy.
 Yet, it revealed the 
administration’s perception that the student movement was gaining momentum. 
328 In 
another incident on 30 November, students apprehended four police plainclothesmen who 
were shadowing Tan on campus, and exposed their particulars in their publications.329 
The spectre of police surveillance and harassment extended beyond the campus as police 
conducted random spot checks on student accommodation. In late 1974, two students 
were tried for using criminal force to obstruct the narcotics officers who entered their flat 
to search for drugs that were never found.330
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Phase Two – The Students React 
 
The University of Singapore students’ response was initially restrained. Upon his 
arrest, the Union’s Ex-co requested that the University bail out Tan. On 8 November, 
USSU and SPSU representatives tried to submit a petition with 2,500 signatures to 
President Benjamin Sheares, who was unavailable.331 Another smaller delegation 
attempted to meet the Home Affairs Minister Chua Sian Chin. On the trial’s eve, 
hundreds of USSU students attended a rally and a candlelight procession. In the wee 
hours of the next morning however, police, ISD and Immigration Department officers 
charged into the Union House, and immediately deported six foreign student leaders for 
having “mounted agitation on a number of industrial and political issues.”332
If a vengeful MP and a watchful Minister of Home Affairs had intended to nip 
student dissent in the bud by removing its key leaders, its plan backfired. Unlike in 1966 
when the Union retreated after the banishment of four students, the government’s 
deportation of their leaders only triggered a protest assembly of four thousand students 
and won the detainees greater support. Union buses ferried students to the First District 
Court to attend Tan’s trial and many skipped classes to attend rallies. A new cyclostyled 
Union publication, significantly titled Awakening, was launched in December to counter 
the press’s misrepresentations and provide regular updates. The students’ accounts 
emphasized key moments that indicated that the trial was not being judiciously 
 Five, 
including Juliet Chin, were Malaysians, and were immediately re-arrested by the 
Malaysian Special Branch upon their arrival. The sixth, Tsui, a Hongkonger, was put on a 
plane to Hong Kong but disappeared en-route, and went into hiding in Singapore. That 
immigration officials were involved in the raid demonstrates that the authorities had 
already pinpointed their targets, whose arrest they probably presumed would disrupt the 
student movement. The stationing of two riot police trucks nearby during the raid evinces 
that the strength of the student movement was significant enough for the authorities to be 
duly cautious. 
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conducted, for example, the judge’s slip in presupposing that Tan would be making an 
appeal even though the trial was still ongoing.333
By December, it was clear that student protest in the University of Singapore had 
reached unprecedented levels and warranted the state’s closer attention. Both the Vice-
Chancellor and Deputy Vice-Chancellor had to address rallies involving more than two 
thousand students, which ended with the students demanding more substantive action.
  
334 
As the agitation intensified, CISCO security guards were introduced into the campus, 
purportedly to protect university property.335 The students ridiculed the measure and 
advocated that they policed the campus themselves – “Since this is our University, it is 
our duty to protect its physical integrity as well as to elevate its intellectual spirit.”336 The 
Council and its affiliated student societies decided on an official boycott of all classes 
until the Administration answered the students’ questions and demands, with only the 
DSC avowing neutrality. A 17 December boycott was reported to have included 60% of 
fellow students, 100% of the traditionally apathetic Engineering faculty and all the first 
year Medical and Dentistry students.337 Over the next two days, students boycotted 
classes and distributed information pamphlets to the public.338 The student leadership 
renamed the Lower Quadrangle the Solidarity Square, and mobilized four to five hundred 
students to erect a Solidarity Monument there, which CISCO and Estate officers forcibly 
dismantled a few days later. The most telling source of support came from the NHO, 
which had been a constant critic of the Students’ Councils earlier. During the crisis, 
Pelandok writers lamented that when USSU “ultimately matured and grown into a 
formidable socially-orientated body, crippling blows are mercilessly leveled at it.”339
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 The 
students and various student societies’ responses underlined the unity of the student 
movement during this period. Though there were students who remained impervious to 
the events, hundreds of their colleagues attended subsequent activities to fulfill their 
“responsibility to fight for justice and, whenever possible, to act to fight the forces of 
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oppression and exploitation in our society”.340 The authorities had wrongly identified the 
roots of student dissent – it was the students’ identities and ideals, and not the influence 
of subversive student leaders, that sustained the movement. They also underestimated the 




Rallies at Lower Quadrangle, 11 December 1974, after arrest and deportation of six student 
leaders ((Extracted from Pelandok, Vol. 6, N.2 December 1974, p.3) 
                                                 




Students gathered outside the First District Court on first day of Tan Wah Piow’s trial (Extracted 





Dissecting a Movement 
 
Edwin Lee offered two explanations for the new group of student activists’ 
emergence. The first centered on the increasing numbers of Singaporean and Malaysian 
students studying abroad who imbibed left-wing “anti-multinational propaganda” and 
disseminated these home through student networks like the Federation of UK and Eire 
Malaysian and Singapore Student Organizations (FUEMSSO).341 The evidence that the 
University of Singapore students were significantly influenced this way is not 
compelling, though it was in line with the government’s representation of the students as 
being part of a loose ‘New Left’ movement sponsored by foreign pupptmasters.342 The 
harbinger of these allegations was Foreign Minister S. Rajaratnam’s speech at a seminar 
in the university, where he suggested that student radicals in Asia were directed by “non-
communist subversion” interested in undermining Singapore’s stability and prosperity.343 
Thereafter, incidents that suggest that unknown elements were interested in portraying 
the student leaders as being ideologically-driven occurred. On 16 November, copies of an 
open letter allegedly written by Tsui appeared all over the campus. Written in Communist 
jargon, the letter accused Tan of having betrayed the Union and called on “all 
IDEOLOGICALLY CORRECT STUDENTS’ to overthrow his ‘puppet’ Students’ 
Council.”344
As a show of force, nine thousand armed police and military personnel completed 
a three-day police and security exercise directed at an imaginary coalition of students and 
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 Whether government leaders truly had cause for concern is unclear. They did 
not offer any concrete evidence to substantiate their allegations, which were however 
consistent with their predilection since the early 1960s to cast aspersions on the students’ 
bona fide by depicting them as pro-Communists, anti-nationals, foreign subversives, 
naïve pawns.  
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 Specifically, the student movement was accused of being influenced by New Left 
movements in the Western world and Australia. It was easy to see correlations between 
the University of Singapore movement and the New Left movements as they boasted of 
several similar central tenets, including the belief in participatory democracy and that 
“direct action based upon a personal commitment by individuals was a way to effect 
change”.346 These were principles however that the students accepted even without 
external influence, as they embodied ideas about political and economic freedoms that 
students already imbibed and embraced. Some students quickly rejected the label of 
‘New Left’ as part of the government’s rhetoric to justify the repression of a legitimate 
student movement.347
The government’s perspective misrepresented the transnational connections that 
had already been a customary sphere of student politics since the 1940s. The Minister of 
Home Affairs pointed to USSU’s statements at the March 1974 Asian Students Seminar 
in Hong Kong, organized by the Asian Students’ Association (ASA), a regional 
federation of twelve national student unions, as evidence that USSU aimed to upset 
Singapore’s political stability with help from the Australian Union of Students.
  
348
The student activists in Singapore saw their overseas colleagues as allies more 
than sources of ideological or intellectual influence, although they must have felt 
encouraged and empowered by the massive student uprisings around the world in the late 
1960s. USSU itself had a pioneering role in the formation of the ASA in 1969 to pursue 
the ideals of Asian student solidarity. Correspondingly, the repression of the student 
movement in Singapore drew demonstrations of support in Kuala Lumpur, Australia, 
Hong Kong, London and New Zealand. FUEMSSO and the ASA sent telegrams 
 An 
Australian student leader, Ian MacDonald’s visit to the University enabled the authorities 
to play up the connection further. What Chua neglected to mention was that academic 
freedom and university autonomy, student rights and representation, student problems 
were customary subjects for mutual discussion and commiseration at these student 
conferences. 
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demanding the student leaders’ release, ironically according more credence to the 
government’s claims.349 USSU similarly expressed support for students from Universiti 
Sains Malaysia when they demonstrated in late 1974 in support of hunger marches and 
protests in Malaysia.350
 As opposed to venerating Western student movements, University of Singapore 
student publications paid more attention to more relevant student movements in 
developing nations like Thailand, where students stood side by side with “the workers 
and the peasants in the struggle for freedom, democracy and social justice!”
 By holding onto this perspective, the government once again 
elected to discursively delimit the scope and space of student activism within the 
boundaries of the ‘nation’, refusing to sanction the wider collective identity as ‘students’ 
that student activists held. 
351 These 
neighbouring movements present interesting cases for comparison, given their similar 
socio-political circumstances. In the Philippines, students had shunned politics as the 
independent nation experimented with democracy but similarly rose up to protest 
government corruption and ineptitude, social injustices and economic dislocations. 
Indonesian, Malaysian and Thai students had similarly demonstrated against Japanese 
and Western economic policies. While a commentator identified traditional beliefs as 
underpinning their activism, this does not square with the students in Singapore, who 
were more exposed to Western culture and hailed from heterogeneous cultural 
backgrounds.352
Hence, Lee’s second explanation is more credible. Many of the students in this 
movement constituted a new breed of middle-class undergraduates that had risen due to 
 There is an important parallel however in the emergence of an 
intelligentsia that sought to share political power with the political elite seen to be 
monopolizing power and perpetuating an socio-economic system that did not match the 
students’ ideals and expectations. Instead of viewing these as a Western conspiracy to stir 
political unrest therefore, these student movements are more convincingly understood in 
terms of the students’ perception of the dissonance and disparities between the socio-
economic and political realities of their societies and their own visions.  
                                                 
349 Awakening, 1975/2, 3 Jan 1975, pp.2 & 5; Tan, Frame-Up, p.14. 
350 Awakening, 1 Dec 1974, pp.2-3. 
351 SU, 8(4), 1974, p.9. 
352 Denzil Peiris “An Asian barometer”, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol. 83, No. 3 (21 January 1974), 
pp.20-21. 
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“education and economic progress” and were more responsive to socio-economic 
problems in society.353 Other than being from such a background, Tan also came into 
close contact with working-class conditions when he worked briefly as a factory worker 
and part-time salesman before his pre-university, and during fieldwork conducted for his 
Architecture assignments.354 The student movement of 1974-1975 did not set out to be 
transgressive in its original impulses. Earlier, Chin explained that becoming an 
opposition group was “not the premise on which we work at all.” Instead, it was just 
unfortunate that “most of our projects have brought us into positions against the 
government.” Their motivations remain rooted in the idea of students as a “unique social 
force” that had “no vested interest…when they talk of doing something good for the 
people.”355 Even as the two ongoing trials enraptured the Union leaders, they accorded 
attention to their social welfare activities, hosting parties for underprivileged children for 
example, underlining that the students’ transgressions have to be understood together 
with their more benign activities as part of an organic whole – their pursuit of their 
identities and visions.356
The great support that Chin and Tan’s Council received undermines the 
government’s depiction of the Union as being run by a small minority unrepresentative of 
the student population.  When Chin was elected President, she garnered 1305 out of 1828 
votes from a Union about 4000 strong.
  
357 Months later, Tan obtained 1900 votes, 
reported to be “the highest obtained by any student councilor in the union’s history.”358
                                                 
353 Lee, Singapore: The Unexpected Nation, p.405. 
354 Awakening, 1975/5, 7 January 1975, p.10. 
355 SU, 8(9), December 1974, pp.6 & 8. 
356 Awakening, 1974/5, 7 December 1974, p.6. 
357 ST 19.2.1974. 
358 ST 11.10.1974. 
 
Clearly, more students than in the preceding batches now saw students’ participation in 
national issues as legitimate and warranted student behavior. Even if there were grounds 
to accuse the other student leaders of being foreign manipulated, the second phase of the 
movement, which involved many more students, was a spontaneous reaction against the 
government’s disregard for student rights and freedoms. The Minister’s accusation that 
the deportees were “intent on converting the union into a political machine for operation 
outside the university campus”, drew immediate rebuttals from the two largest student 
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organizations in the university - USSU and the NHO.359 They re-affirmed the ideals 
justifying their actions and reiterated that the foreign student leaders enjoyed the trust of a 
significant proportion of the local student population.360 Even in the absence of their 
leaders, USSU publicly declared that “We may not have the laws, the guns or the mass-
media but we will have a backbone and we will stand and say no everytime you 
intimidate, harass or suppress us.”361
All in all, the conflict stemmed from the government’s misapprehension of the 
students’ motivations, and a refusal to accept their activism as legitimate and self-willed. 
It insisted that the students deny their impulses, ideals and identities and embrace a more 
functionalized identity - as the human resources of the state. Such sentiments could be 
seen in how Rajaratnam was concerned that “we will starve to death and Singapore will 
perish” because the university students were demonstrating instead of acquiring the skills 
and knowledge required for the economy.
  
362 Yet, the vitality of the student movement in 
1975 evinced that students retained their own agency in defining what it meant to be 
“politically complete citizen[s]”.363
Even after Tan’s conviction in February 1975, students continued to back the 
other six deported students. Five hundred students representing the Architecture, 
Medical, Dental and Pharmaceutical Societies petitioned for the deportees to be allowed 
to finish their examinations.
  
 
The End of the Road 
 
364 About seventy USSU and SPSU students made 
unsuccessful appeals to the Singapore and Malaysian governments for Juliet Chin’s 
release.365
                                                 
359 ST 24.12.1974, pp.10 & 15. Chua’s accusations are ironic given that he was a former official of the 
USC.  
360 SU, 8(9), December 1974, p.10; Awakening, 1974/22, 28 December 1974, pp.1-2 & 7; ST 29.12.1974 
361 ST 29.12.1974 
362 ST 22.12.1974 
363 Lee Kuan Yew, Opening speech at a seminar on “The Role of Universities in Economic and Social 
Development” at the University of Singapore on 7 February 1966. Quoted in Lee, Singapore: The 
Unexpected Nation, p.366.  
364 ST 15.1.1975. 
365 Awakening, 1975/26,  4 February, p.1. Chin had remained remanded in Malaysia after the other four’s 
release. 
 Meanwhile, the rant against Western economic exploitation did not relent and 
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in mid-1975, the Union also condemned the Indonesian government’s invasion of East 
Timor.366
Amidst these, the pressures from the top persisted. In late January 1975, USSU 
had to cease the publication of Awakening after the administration demanded that it 
obtain a publication permit from the Ministry of Culture.
   
367 Another attempt to discredit 
the student movement was foiled in August 1975, when students caught a student 
distributing leaflets, again seemingly signed by Tsui. According to Tan, the caught 
pamphleteer was exposed as a Singapore Armed Forces scholar and Junior Pyramid Club 
member. Police from Orchard Police Station purportedly released him, evoking the 
students’ suspicions that he “was performing a task at the behest of the Singapore 
government.”368
These were only a prelude to the final blow to student power in the University. 
The student unrest was anathema to the state’s desire to maintain political and social 
stability and cultivate a highly-disciplined and patriotic citizenry. Hence, the government 
saw the need to deal with what a commentator nicely described as “an aberration of the 
serenity of the otherwise comfortable and controlled campuses”, before student anti-
establishmentarianism was normalized as legitimate political behavior.
 
369 To 
fundamentally eliminate the threat posed by the Student’s Union, the administration 
withheld its funds on the basis of financial irregularities in the Union’s accounts. In late 
1975, the Minister for Home Affairs then announced plans to alter the Students’ Union’s 
constitution through Parliamentary legislation. New Vice-Chancellor Dr. Kwan Sai 
Kheong supported these proposals and declared that any reconstitution of the Union 
would be “made with their interests at heart”, demonstrating again the authorities’ 
paternalistic attitude towards the students.370 Immediately, a “Save USSU Campaign” 
was launched. Despite the protest of about two hundred students in front of Parliament 
House on 20 November, the University of Singapore (Amendment) Act was passed.371
                                                 
366 See for example Awakening, 1975/26, 7 February 1975, p.16; SU, 9(3), August 1975, p.10. 
367 Awakening, 11 March 1975, p.1. 
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369 “Singapore’75 Focus”, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol.89 No.33, August 15, 1975, pp.4-5. 
370 ST 18.11.1975. 
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Among other things, the legislation removed the Union’s autonomous status, and placed 
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its finances under the administration’s control. The latter further decreed that the 
constitution of any student organization was subject to its approval and revision. Most 
importantly, the Union’s structure was modified from a generally elected student 
leadership to comprise eight faculty clubs and three non-faculty bodies, including a 
political association. The latter would be the only body allowed to participate in political 
matters and could admit only Singaporean citizens as members. This arrangement made 
the Union more representative of the entire student body but also effectively 
decentralized student leadership, compartmentalized student power, and limited political 
participation. This was the event that the late historian C.M. Turnbull asserted as having 
“marked the end of student activism” in the University of Singapore.372
                                                 
372 C.M. Turnbull, A History of Singapore: 1819-1988 (Singapore: Oxford University Press 1989), p.309. 
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“Save USSU” Campaign Protests outside Parliament House, 1975 (Extracted from Pelandok, 
Vol. 7, N.1 December 1975, unpaginated) 
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The Union did not go down silently. The late 1975 issues of the Undergrad 
empathetically chronicled and depicted the repression of student activism in the 
university since 1959 as a story of “how the PAP government has, step by step, cheated 
Singaporeans of a university that truly serves the people, the students and the 
academicians”.373 It also produced a paper to provide “an analysis of the government’s 
repression of USSU from an angle of Economics”, arguing that the Union had to be 
suppressed before it exposed the increasing disparity between the productivity and the 
income level of the general Singaporean worker. With the socio-political shifts in 
Singapore society, the debate about the role and identity of the Students’ Union that had 
divided student opinion in the 1950s and 1960s was finally concluded. Where previous 
student leaders had quibbled, the Union now spoke with a single voice on its deathbed, 
identifying itself as an organization that “voice the people’s wishes and cries”, and which 
has “all along been fighting to safeguard the people’s fundamental rights for JUSTICE, 
FREEDOM, and the TRUTH.” The paper ended defiantly – “The Students’ Union may 
be aborted, but, the Truth will always live.”374 Even as the reconstitution of the Union 
was made official, the 30th Students’ Council protested futilely. Finally, it refused to 
serve as the pro tem Council of ‘the undemocratic ‘new union’’, spelling the end of the 
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Chapter Six Conclusion – The End of Student Activism? 
 
The quest for a fuller picture of past student activism in the University of Malaya 
(Singapore) is important because it remains intimate to the present. It forms part of the 
history and heritage of Singapore’s first university, testament to the traumatic birth pangs 
the institution and its student community experienced in the process of acquiring and 
defining their identities, values, and culture. It also belongs on the personal level to 
generations of the University’s graduates, some of whom have been attempting to 
resurrect and reclaim this story.376
 As past encounters are invoked for present political crusades, these resurrections 
easily become romanticizations. Two recent acts of memorialization are sterling 
examples. The demise of M.K. Rajakumar, a USC founding member motivated past 
comrades, friends and admirers to hold memorials in Singapore and Kuala Lumpur to 
commemorate his life.
  Past activists have also leveraged on the more liberal 
political climate in recent years to memorialize their counterparts’ and their own place in 
history. Concomitantly, the PAP government’s past and present adversaries have 
endeavoured to contest its depiction of the political struggles of the 1950s to 1970s by 
valorizing these resurfaced histories as counter-narratives to indict government leaders 
for the paternalistic repression of an idealistic student movement.  
377 Months later, several Club members published The Fajar 
Generation, an emotive collection of their reminiscences of their student activism. In 
both cases, their activism was lauded but quickly reduced into a metaphor for Lee Kuan 
Yew’s political sins.378
The historical reality of past activism in Singapore’s national university is more 
complex than the way it has been remembered (or not remembered) and represented. 
Between 1949 and 1975, a politicized section of its student community pursued their 
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visions of a postcolonial university and nation-state. The re-inscription of their 
perspective is necessary to interrogate their image as flippant by-standers or naïve pawns 
within a story of the PAP’s stewardship of an infant nation. This depiction obfuscates a 
process of engagement and contestation between two groups from similar socio-cultural 
backgrounds. The government leaders and the University’s undergraduates agreed on the 
desirability of a democratic, non-communal, and modern nation-state but disagreed on 
what that vision meant and entailed. The students’ narrative, when historicized within the 
processes of educational and political development in Singapore from the 1940s, de-
stabilizes present-day discourses surrounding the functions of Singapore’s educational 
institutions, the identities of their staff and students, and the boundaries of legitimate 
activism, revealing these to be historically-contingent normalizations.  
Yet, to view the students’ activism within un-nuanced binaries of 
activism/repression and idealism/domination essentializes their positioning and their 
motivations. Student activists bearing diverse shades of political opinion saw themselves 
as an autonomous force ready to lend their support to any deserving side. Opposition to 
the Singapore government did not so much form the raison d’etre of student activism as 
became it after it became clear that they diverged on various fundamental issues. The 
students’ narrative adds another dimension to the multifaceted nature of the struggle to 
establish a united Malayan nation, and later a democratic independent Singapore. For the 
students, it was a struggle that became intertwined with their identities and roles. 
While student activism was not lacking, student power - the students’ ability to 
achieve their objectives - starkly was. The degree of student power in the University 
should not be overestimated, with more troughs than peaks in a history better described 
as some students’ stubborn struggle to realize their identities and ideals against the dual 
challenges of internal weakness and external pressure. The political clubs enlivened the 
university milieu and provoked student political interest but their attempts to participate 
in national politics boasted only of mixed success at best. The internal strife, malaise and 
disagreement arising from the heterogeneity of ideals, ideologies and agendas within the 
student body was one primary inhibiting and even debilitating influence on the potency, 
coherence and efficacy of any emerging student activism. The student leadership largely 
laboured to inspire a general public which was detached from the students’ Anglophone 
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identity and unimpressed by their ragging antics. Even when they did succeed in 
mobilizing a placid student body, it was usually over abstruse principles and student 
issues that the state and society did not empathize with. Only some, like the University 
Socialists during the anti-colonial struggle and the 28th and 29th
This corresponds with Neera Chandhoke’s observations of how civil society 
forces in post-colonial societies found themselves coming “up against those very elites 
who had taken over power after colonization.” The requirements and discourse of modern 
development allowed the government to base its legitimacy on delivering progress than 
on upholding democracy or human rights. Citizens are socialized in another “mode of 
politics” according to “very definite ideas of what kinds of politics are allowed within 
this sphere.”
 Students’ Councils, were 
able to coalesce with other groups in society to affect the political landscape. Only then 
was the government concerned enough to pursue their suppression. The irony remains 
that the local Singapore governments continually refused to acknowledge the students’ 
independent agency - when their activism was too subdued the students were accused of 
apathy; when they did attempt to defend their ideals, visions and identities, their activism 
was either denigrated as ivory-towerism, disregarded as wanton indiscipline and 
flippancy, or deemed externally-instigated.  
379 Student activism in Singapore was similarly shaped through coercion and 
socialization into less-transgressive forms, where the governments sought to provincialize 
student identities and beliefs and marginalize other political discourses held by other 
political actors as irrelevant and even anathema to modern nation-state building. This is 
the process Weiss terms “intellectual containment” – the Singapore’s state’s 
“delegitimation and strategic suppression of university-based protest.”380
To see this in terms of ‘intellectual containment’ however suggests a completely 
adversarial relationship, which does not take into account the state’s active engagement 
of the students to align themselves to their roles in nation-building, as defined by the 
government. The government did not eradicate activism as much as encouraged and 
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permitted particular types and trajectories of it. One strand for example has flourished, 
complicating Turnbull’s assertion that student activism ended in 1975. The Union’s 
Welfare Week and the occasional activities to render service to other communities have 
grown into staple programmes executed regularly by the Union, various community 
service clubs and student hostels. The same impulses that drove the students’ agitation for 
social justice and equality also saw expression in non-transgressive methods of impacting 
society. Social service activism became a legitimate way for students to fulfill their ideals 
without compromising their futures or incurring the government’ disapproval, except 
when it threatened the government’s political prerogatives.  
This history also suggests that the perceived divide between the Chinese and the 
English-educated groups need to be re-interrogated. Without discounting that language 
and culture were vital issues for both student groups, student activism in Singapore is 
more productively historicized within the institutional development of each student 
community’s campus. While a divide in terms of their problems, practices, organizational 
strength, lifestyles, campus culture truly existed, there was significant porosity, 
connections and interactions between the two groups, and shared identities and ideals that 
transcended, and existed in spite of, their differences. Students from different institutions 
forged alliance over issues and were united in their identity as students; differing sets of 
socio-political circumstances compelled their activism to develop divergently, but these 
also converged at times. Eventually, the trials and tribulations of the Chinese-medium 
schools also affected the students of the University of Singapore. On the one hand, the 
fate of Nanyang University and its students became concerns for some University of 
Singapore student activists, motivated by student solidarity as well as shared ideas about 
university education and student rights. On the other, the challenges and strife posed by 
the student unrest in Nanyang University dictated the government’s approach towards the 
University of Singapore, pushing it to become zealous to nip any nascent unrest in the 
latter in the bud, and to inhibit it from joining with the other institutions’ student activists 
to become a stronger, more powerful and united movement. The dichotomy of the 
English-educated and the Chinese-educated worlds therefore, appeared to only exist in 
the minds of government leaders, who attempted to perpetuate and popularize this myth.  
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One significant point of division between individual students had been the tension 
between elitist identities and more populist ones, for example the tensions between the 
student leaders who saw themselves as future political leaders, and those who preferred to 
envision themselves as part of the masses. It would be a mistake to see this as a 
dichotomy. On occasions, student leaders and activists have banded over manifestly 
provincial concerns like university autonomy and academic freedom, but also broader 
concerns like welfare and relief for the underprivileged. Over time, the democratization 
and massification of university education, the state and society’s socialization and 
disciplinary efforts, and the interaction between students and their particular historical, 
intellectual and cultural milieus have led to the evolution of the students’ identities and 
ideals. Ultimately, the rise of the student movements of 1974-1975 in spite of the 
government’s attempt to manage student activism demonstrates that the identities, ideals, 
and therefore expectations and attitudes of politicized students, continue to be germinated 
within the socio-political context of a democratic modernist state and a university 
environment that purportedly endorses and empowers some of these identities and 
impulses – as a thinking, educated national intelligentsia, as legitimate socio-political 
commentators, analysts and actors. Ultimately, they were “possessed, instead, by the 
political and socio-cultural milieu of the times to right what they perceived to be wrongs 
in Singapore society and elsewhere.  Their pursuits were the products and manifestations 
of their evolving identities as university students, anti-colonialists, nationalists, 
internationalists, cosmopolites, visionaries of new political and socioeconomic orders, 
and cowed pragmatists. These mutable identities receded or sharpened in different 
historical contexts and in responses to diverse issues and challenges.”381
As Huang highlights, the story of student activism in Singapore “exposes the 
disjuncture between the party’s current attempt to entice present-day students out of their 
deeply-seated political apathy and its omission to reconsider the nature and contribution 
of past student politics.”
 
382
                                                 
381 The author would like to thank one of his two anonymous examiners for these succinct yet prescient and 
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382 Huang, “Positioning the student political activism of Singapore”, p.403. 
 The government’s ironic role in contributing to the present 
state of student detachment presents a perturbing conundrum. An attempt to re-politicize 
students without concomitantly permitting them to hold autonomous or critical positions, 
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or pursue ideals and identities beyond the narrow parameters the state prefers, appear to 
be self-defeating. Past student activism evinced that the government’s nationalist 
discourses had to contend with other ideas about the meaning of university education and 
the roles of university students.   
Re-emerging student political activism in Singapore’s three main universities – 
NUS, Nanyang Technological University (NTU), and Singapore Management University 
(SMU) – compounds this conundrum. Recently, students have participated in various 
forms of activism, from supporting movements to decriminalize homosexuality, and 
rallies against the Myanmarese junta’s persecution of monks in 1997, to organizing relief 
efforts for disaster areas. New independent student publications taking the form of online 
news-journals covering both socio-political issues and campus happenings are also on the 
rise.383 However, the tensions between the ideals students stood for and the attitudes 
towards student activism that have been entrenched in Singapore’s universities as a result 
of processes stemming from the 1950s linger on. On 5 October 2008, four students from 
NTU’s School of Communication & Information (SCI) organized a rally protesting 
NTU’s decision to censor the student-run campus media’s coverage of an earlier visit by 
opposition politicians to the campus. Other students used popular social media channels 
to protest the administration’s actions. The principal protesters re-invoked ideals about 
university autonomy and the idea of the university as “a place that facilitates and 
stimulates critical, intellectual exchange”.384 Another NUS Law student denounced the 
university for not being “neutral with respect to politics” and violating “the right to 
academic freedom”.385 Conversely, the administration demonstrated an unequivocal 
reluctance to countenance the students’ independence of thought and action. To their 
clamour for press freedom, the SCI assistant chair declared that “University is not an 
idealistic place. It’s an institution where we teach students in a practical manner.”386
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This history thus poses sensitive questions for the Singapore state and society, 
albeit in a significantly different socio-political environment. A new generation of student 
activists inadvertently has to face some of the challenges that confounded their 
predecessors decades ago. Only recently, an undergraduate attending a commemoration 
of an opposition politician J.B. Jeyaratnam’s death anniversary refused to be identified in 
the media, because he had “a small fear that it would affect my future in some way.”387 
This was a far cry from the promise with which a first generation student activist greeted 
the birth of Singapore’s first university – “We shall not look upon the past with regrets, 
but we shall look forward to the future with expectations.”388
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